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INTRODUCTION, SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Following the request of Mr. Noel Dempsey TD Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources to his Department to examine the question of the introduction of a postcode system in Ireland, the Department established a small Working Group. The Group included 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. The members of the Group are listed at page 5.

 The remit of the Group is contained in the terms of reference at page 4. The focus of the Report is on the benefits and drawbacks of introducing a postcode system and an examination of how the postcode project can best be taken forward. The Group met on five occasions between the 27 January and the 31 March 2005 and drew heavily on the individual expertise and experience of its members. The Report is unanimous and reflects the diverse range of views on the question of a postcode. 

The Group was mindful that a postcode has applications beyond its use by postal operators and that a postcode can assist desired developments such as e-commerce, facilitate data gathering projects and assist public services, utilities and business in identifying and locating their customers. Accordingly section 1.2.5 addresses this issue. The Group also noted the response received by ComReg to their consultation and the conclusions drawn by ComReg. It is fair to say that the private industry operators (both from the express and bulk mail sectors) are supportive of the introduction of a postcode.  They believe that a postcode which cost-effectively deals with the issue of non-unique addresses, without altering existing addresses, will bring many benefits (see section 1.2).

The An Post position is that An Post does not require a public postcode for the delivery of mail, given its use of its own technical postcode, which combines the GeoDirectory national database with automated optical character recognition (OCR) sortation equipment. From their own experience, An Post representatives believe that the implementation of a postcode is likely to be potentially controversial (see section 1.3). They also drew attention to the significant operational cost implications for An Post arising from the introduction of a postcode (see section 2.2). With regard to the design, implementation, management and maintenance of a postcode, An Post believes that any involvement on the part of An Post should be on a cost-neutral basis.

The Group agreed that a project should be undertaken by professional experts to establish the costs and benefits of the different options for the introduction of a public postcode. The different options arise primarily from the range of possibilities for the design and depth of the code. The Group further agreed that the project should also focus on different options for the ownership, management and funding of the public postcode. These two areas of work combined should produce a preferred option and implementation plan as an output from the project.

Recommendations 

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

2. Project Managers should be appointed to undertake such a project in accordance with the suggested terms of reference in annex 1 of this Report. The cost of the project to be undertaken is estimated to be between €200,000 – €300,000.

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

4. The Project Managers, in conjunction with the National Postcode Project Board, should submit a report describing in sufficient detail a workable proposal, realistically costed. A reasonable target date for receipt of the Project Managers’ report would be 31st December 2005.

5. Depending on the outcome of the work undertaken by the Project Managers, and in particular the cost benefit analysis, a target date for implementing a postcode should be no later than 1st January 2008.

1. Benefits and Drawbacks of a Public Postcode
1.1 What is a postcode?

As defined by the Universal Postal Union (UPU), a postcode is a ‘unique, universal identifier that unambiguously identifies the addressee’s locality and assists in the transmission and sorting of mail items’.

‘Locality’ in this context can mean town, district, street, group of delivery points, or even an individual delivery point.  As a matter of general practice, to date no country has implemented a postcode to the level of every individual delivery point for all addresses.  The table in box 1 below summarises international practice on postcodes as presented in ComReg Document No. 05/07, 26 January 2005.  

	Box 1:

Summary benchmarking of postcode systems in 32 countries 



	Depth of coding 
	No. Of countries 



	Delivery Office/Area or higher level
	21



	Subset of Delivery Office/Area
	8



	Delivery point* 
	2



	Unclear 
	1




* As per information from the International Postal Corporation (IPC) the public postcode in each case refers to a group of delivery points rather than to an individual delivery point.  The countries in question are Finland and the UK.
The fundamental characteristic of a postcode is that it represents an instruction for the sorting and delivery of mail packages, parcels and other items.  In this regard, a traditional postcode is fundamentally different from a geo-location code, although some postcodes may incorporate elements of geo-coding.
1.2 Why introduce a public postcode (identified benefits/rationale)?

· 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

· To conform to international practice

These benefits are examined below.  However, it can be noted at the outset that any benefits arising would depend on successful design and implementation and in particular the achievement within a relatively short time frame of a high degree of take-up and accurate use by government, businesses, other organisations, and individuals. 

1.2.1 Efficiency/quality benefit in the postal sector and mail volumes
An Post has stated that it does not require the introduction of a public postcode in order to sort and deliver mail to a high quality specification, given its operation of a technical postcode through the deployment of automated sortation including optical character recognition and the GeoDirectory national address database.  This technology – in which An Post has invested significant resources in recent years - can sort mail automatically to the level of the individual delivery route, which is more than can be achieved through the public postcodes of most countries.

However, the other industry operators represented on the Working Group could foresee a range of benefits, including the following: greater efficiency, quality and reliability in the end-to-end processing of mail and parcels; and better targeting of service provision in the postal sector; facilitation of market entry; better targeting of marketing effort leading to increased mail volume; facilitation of e-commerce. It is difficult to quantify these benefits in concrete financial terms.  

Box 2 below highlights some contrasting views on the increased mail volume argument.

	BOX 2: 

Would the introduction of a postcode stimulate growth in mail volumes?

· ‘…one explanation of the relatively slow rate of mail growth in Ireland may be that it is the only member state without a postal code system.’

Main Developments in the European Postal Sector, report by wik-Consult on behalf of the European Commission DG Internal Market, 2004. 

· ‘…for the direct mail sender postal codes are a necessary and essential element of the direct mail product.’

Building Effective Direct Mail Services, UPU, 2004.

· ‘…no statistically significant relationship was identified between postal codes and mail volumes.’

What is driving direct mail?, report by GRC Database Information on behalf of Postal Solutions, 2003.

· ‘The reasons for the level of development of the direct mail sector in any country are complex.  For instance, direct mail volumes are considerably lower in Germany than in France, though both countries have well-established postcodes.’ 

An Post submission to ComReg consultation process re postcodes, 6 January 2004.




1.2.2 Boosting national competitiveness
Some commentators
 maintain that the introduction of a public postcode can help to boost national competitiveness through giving rise to efficiencies for business and public services in the wider economy.  The envisaged benefits include: improved logistics, which in turn can improve supply chain management and the development of e-commerce; improved database quality; improved customer targeting, service and retention; and savings arising to non-postal companies from improved performance in the postal sector. It is difficult to quantify these benefits.   

1.2.3 Non-unique addressing / New Postal Operators 

Over 40% of buildings in Ireland have non-unique addresses, which means that delivery can currently only be effected through the association of a name with the address using local knowledge. This particularly impacts on new postal operators.  A possible solution is the introduction of a postcode but it is almost certain that, in practice, a need for some level of local knowledge will be required to precisely identify some individual addresses. This postcode would need to be known by individual consumers. Of the 32 countries referred to in box 1 in section 1.1 above, none has a postcode to the depth of individual addresses and only 2 even approach such a depth. In general, the greater the depth of the postcode designed to help identify unique addresses, the greater the cost of design, implementation and maintenance and the greater the challenge in ensuring take-up and accurate use.

A practical simple solution proposed could be to address the issue of unique postcodes in sparsely populated areas using an NAC  (National Address Coding System)– a type of postcode which by using up to 8 characters (using a base 30 number system), represents the global lines of longitude and latitude for areas of 25m X 40m. While this would not be a unique code in built up urban areas, it may not be necessary in most cases due to the presence of street and apartment numbers in the address. But this system could solve the problems of non-unique addressing in the sparsely populated areas and provide (in conjunction with house/apartment number) a unique code in populated areas.
1.2.4 Provision of public services, including emergency services and the conduct of research

A wide range of commentators and contributors to ComReg’s recent consultation process identified the indirect benefits of a public postcode to the provision of public services, including emergency services and the conduct of research. The Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government representative believes that it would be useful for any future postcode to be integrated with the planned spatial code.  Further study is required to establish whether and how this could be achieved.(see section 6)  

It should be noted, however, the An Post / Ordnance Survey Ireland GeoDirectory is already available on the market.  This provides a unique identifier for each building in the State (including penetration to individual delivery points in a building).  Some commentators argue that this geocode has the drawback that it is generally not known by individual consumers and that the identifier is random rather than structured.  The cost of the GeoDirectory is also cited by some commentators as an obstacle to use.  An Post make the point that An Post and Ordnance Survey Ireland are entitled to a commercial return on their investment in the GeoDirectory.

1.2.5 Impact on Utilities and other major database holders

Most of these companies are major users of the post and need a correct address for billing, sales and marketing and other activities initiated by the company.  A correct address is also needed when the customer contacts the company by phone, e.g. to report a fault or in an emergency such as storm damage to transmission lines, and it is necessary to identify the specific premises and customer from the information given over the phone.   Companies sometimes report that identification is impossible from the address information given and it is only by requesting the customer’s account number that the location can be properly identified. 

The interest of the utility companies and similar organisations in a public postcode is a simple one, to help the clear identification of a customer and premises from two perspectives:

• the first concerns interaction with customers whether by post, at a call centre or in person, and

• the second is that a public postcode would help to facilitate field staff in travelling to a customer’s premises in an efficient manner by the clear identification of the premises.

Among the companies and organisations that made submissions to ComReg were Bank of Ireland, Eircom, ESB Networks, ESB Customer Supply and BreastCheck.  The following is a summary of the points made in favour of a postcode.

Bank of Ireland  “… allows commercial organisations better organise and manage its customer database. It further allows for better customer profiling and marketing.”

eircom   “From an industry specific perspective eircom believes that a unique address post code system would provide significant benefits to our customers through improved customer services opportunities. Correct linkage of the correct address/premises to the existing network provision would: 

·  improve the accuracy of estimates of time it will take to establish service at that point;

·  improve eircom’s ability at the call centre to inform the customer of the services available at that address at the initial contact;

·  reduce response times by field staff for both provisioning and maintaining;
·  improve the provision of eircom’s emergency repair service (e.g. physical  infrastructure problems such as ‘poles down’).

ESB Networks  “.. avoid the inefficiencies, in providing the customer services, where the location of a customer was incorrectly interpreted by all involved.  This has a cost saving to [ESB] Networks for the 2,200 Network Technicians (NT), in the field. “

ESB Customer Supply  “would welcome the introduction of a postcode system for the following reasons.

·  Postcodes are likely to improve and hasten the delivery of post

·  Customer Contact Centre staff will be able to locate more quickly customer details based on a surname and postcode

·  People will probably easily remember a post code once they accept the benefits and get used to using it 

·  On the basis that a post code system also benefits other businesses the        efficiencies will ultimately get passed through to customers

·  An agreed postcode system could facilitate the introduction of competition in postal services”
 “BreastCheck, The National Breast Screening Programme, firmly believes that the introduction of a postcode would enable us to deliver a much improved service to our clients. … The Programme relies heavily upon use of the postal services as all women receive numerous items of correspondence from BreastCheck as they move through the screening process.  Given the large volumes that the programme deals with (more than 70,000 women since 2000 to 2003) there is considerable scope for postal address error.   The addition of a postcode would increase accuracy and help to ensure that the right woman receives the full complement of information.  This is especially important in the more rural areas where the Programme operates” 

1.2.6 International practice
One of the arguments put forward in favour of a postcode is that most other countries have them.  Of course, this is not a reason in itself to introduce a postcode. Public postcodes originated in the context of particular postal technology, which has now moved on and if a postcode is to be introduced, it should be introduced on the basis of objective analysis of the costs and benefits rather than simply because postcodes are common internationally.  

On the other hand, many believe that there is a unique opportunity now to introduce a postcode that is compatible with the emerging spatial-data infrastructure being developed under the aegis of the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government.  Such a postcode would represent a forward-looking solution, appropriate to 21st century postal technology. 

1.3 What are the drawbacks?

Although recognising the benefits, Royal Mail has also identified the drawbacks as follows: 

‘Not a panacea…. Potentially large, complex multi-organisational project…. Potentially long timescales and significant expense….’  

Royal Mail presentation to ComReg Symposium on Postcodes, 24 November 2003.

1.3.1 Cost of Implementing and maintaining a postcode will be expensive
	Box 3:

Schematic of costs associated with introducing postcodes

	Direct costs 
	Design and implementation



	
	Maintenance



	
	Promotion



	Indirect costs
	Adoption of postcode by businesses and institutions (databases, stationery etc.)

	
	Revision by postal companies of processes


The direct costs of introducing a postcode include design, implementation, promotion, and maintenance costs.  Quantifying these costs is a research project in its own right, and would require specification of the postcode(s) to be costed. This, if it were required, would only represent a portion of the costs involved.  An Post also cites internal set-up of costs for An Post in excess of €6m. The Group believes that it is necessary to closely examine costings and not to exclude the possibility of introducing inexpensive solutions provided they can be shown to work.
It has been posited that the introduction of a postcode would also impose significant cost on businesses and public institutions in terms of the matching of individual databases with the postcode address file.  This is a complex and problematical operation, which even for An Post would represent a significant cost.  On the other hand, other commentators argue that these costs could be recouped through the efficiencies arising in database management, communications and logistics.  The absolute and relative sizes of these costs and benefits would be difficult to estimate in advance.  

1.3.2 Customer compliance

An Post has cited some experience which shows that there could be significant customer resistance to the introduction of a postcode because of attachment to existing addresses and townland names and because of fear that a postcode can affect social prestige, property values and insurance costs. But it is not inconceivable that these fears may be capable of being satisfactorily addressed. An Post has also experienced considerable resistance from customers to the use of the correct postal address, for example in particular areas of Dublin City.  It is argued by other commentators that a postcode which did not alter the address would not encounter such problems.  Such a postcode could also be in line with the existing An Post designations, such as Dublin 4 etc.

There is some evidence to suggest that, even where there is no objection per se, take-up and accurate use may take a long time and a lot of investment to stimulate.  For example, it has taken Royal Mail over 20 years to achieve current take-up rates.
  On the other hand, the Group understands that, in the case of the Netherlands, 90% take-up was achieved within three years and Deutsche Post has also had a good experience of relatively rapid take up.  An Post remains sceptical about the suggestions of a rapid high take-up in Ireland, pointing out also that there is an inverse trade-off between the take-up level and promotional costs.  An Post also points out that compliance depends on cultural factors, and that compliance levels observed in countries like the Netherlands will not necessarily be replicated in Ireland.  

A key driver will be to ensure that there is sufficient commitment to the introduction of a postcode and a leading role played by the postal sector, the problems of customer resistance and non-compliance can be overcome.  In this regard, there are examples of major initiatives involving national changes such as the euro-conversion and the introduction of the smoking ban where, with commitment, significant and sometimes controversial national policy initiatives were successfully rolled out. The benefits of a postcode could be sold to customers, including the health and safety benefits, e.g. facilitating access for emergency services.

2. postcode REQUIREMENTS

2.1 What is required of a Postcode?

· Some general principles need to be factored in.

• It is a public postcode that is proposed, not a “hidden” or technical code.

• It should be structured, at least to the level of specific areas within each county.

• It must be easily memorised so that it will gain maximum usage.

• It must address the issue of non-unique addresses without asking people 

                     to  change the name of their townland, parish or county.

• It must be neutral as between operators

• The approach to funding should ideally be self financing /minimal cost to operators and government.


· One possible view is that, to achieve these principles the postcode needs to do only and exactly as the UPU says it should (see section 1.1 above) – i.e. to be a universal identifier that unambiguously identifies the addressee's locality thereby doing away with any need to identify every building or street, but still ensures there is a new locational reference for the great majority of non-unique addresses.
·  Another view is that a modern postcode, such as one which takes into account global positioning satellite technology, will produce a world class ‘relatively cheap to maintain’ postcode system. It would be implemented by a once off exercise, whereby each address point (i.e. letterbox) has affixed to it a postcode maintained by postal delivery persons equipped with a device which calculates the postcode and produces an address point label.

· In the context of the small areas initiative (see section 6), if an area based post code framework is to be adopted, the following should be considered: -
· exact boundary overlaps between the postcode small areas and the atomic small areas across the whole country (see section 6 of the Report), or 

· in the case where there are two small area frameworks, then there must be coherence between the postcode small areas and the atomic small areas. Coherence in this case means that either a number of whole postcode areas must make up a single atomic area or visa versa (i.e. no splitting of areas).
2.2 An Post Requirements

An Post, drawing on its extensive experience and in the light of its national responsibilities believes that a postcode must correspond to An Post postal infrastructure
Since a postcode is an instruction for delivery, if a public postcode were to be introduced, the only workable solution from an An Post point of view would be a postcode that corresponded to the An Post delivery infrastructure.  

If a postcode were implemented that did not correspond to the An Post delivery infrastructure, then for the purposes of An Post automated sortation, this code would either have to be ignored or mapped back to the delivery infrastructure; for the purposes of manual sortation, it could have to be ignored.     

Ignoring the postcode is not a realistic option.

· Ignoring the code would impose an estimated cost in the region of €2m to revise the automated reading of addresses.  Even with revision, the additional line in the address and the possibilities for variation in the positioning of the code could reduce the readability of mail, thus imposing additional manual sortation cost and a risk to service quality.  

· Ignoring the code would require that the code did not affect the existing postal districts for Dublin (e.g. Dublin 4 etc.), which is implausible.

· In general, it is unrealistic to consider the introduction of a postcode that the national postal operator, delivering between 700 and 800 million items of letter mail per year would not be using.  Such a proposal would lack all credibility with the public.

If a postcode was introduced which corresponded to the An Post delivery network, the start-up cost of operational implementation to An Post is estimated to be in excess of €6m, excluding VAT.  These costs include database revision, software development, project management, and operational revision (including video-coding hardware and training).  The company’s current financial circumstances are such that it is not in a position to incur such cost.

It should be noted that the above costs are simply the ‘private’ costs to An Post of implementing the postcode, which are entirely separate from the design, development and promotional costs of the postcode and from the additional substantial costs to businesses and institutions in undertaking the complex and problematic process of assigning postcodes to their databases.

It should also be noted that a public postcode based on the An Post postal infrastructure would be subject to change in the event of a revision of the postal infrastructure, for example arising from a re-engineering of the network to maximise efficiency.

3.Costs of developing, implementing and maintaining a postcode   system

The purpose of this section is not to prepare a precise costing for the introduction of a postcode in Ireland, but rather to identify the range of costs that will arise.

3.1 Planning Costs

The initial work that will need to be undertaken by any group that is charged with developing, implementing and maintaining a postcode system is to prepare a business plan.  This will incorporate key decisions on issues such as the structure and depth of coding, format (alpha, numeric, or alpha/numeric), and include a detailed plan for implementation and promotion, including determining who should be responsible for funding and managing the project.

While there is possibly sufficient expertise available to the postal sector in Ireland to do this work on a pro bono basis, it is considered desirable to employ Project Managers with experience of implementing postcode systems to act as a catalyst.  Initial contacts suggest that for a fee of  €200,000 to €300,000, a full methodology and business plan for implementation could be developed. 

Draft terms of reference, including deliverables, are set out at Annex 1.

 3.2 Development Costs
There are three main cost components:

a)
the cost of building a database of all delivery points;

b)
the cost of developing a computer algorithm to assign a code to each delivery point in accordance with the agreed methodology;

c) the cost of establishing these boundaries of small areas if an area based approach is taken;

d)  the cost of distributing the Postcode Address File (PAF) to all bodies that will need to adapt their internal databases to make the implementation of the postcode system successful.

While the pioneers in the development of a postcode had to build the database of delivery points from scratch there are currently in Ireland a number of major databases listing all points at which post is likely to be addressed for delivery.  The terms on which these databases could be made available in developing a national postcode system will depend to some extent on whether they were developed by the State, or by commercial companies with state aid.  The cost of developing the computer algorithm will depend on the methodology chosen for the postcode system.  The precise costs involved will be determined during the planning stage.

3.3 Implementation Costs

These can be considered under two headings:


those incurred by the owner /manager of the system, and


those incurred by other organisations and bodies.

The owner / manager of the system will need to incur significant costs in order to successfully implement the postcode system.  These include:


identifying all the major customer databases that will need to be updated to take account of the introduction of a postcode;


persuading these companies / organisations to update their databases;


ensuring that these companies / organisations receive all the information / computer files necessary to update their databases in the most efficient manner;


making arrangements for each household / business / organisation to be advised of its own postcode;


arranging an advertising campaign at the appropriate time to launch the postcode system, to encourage people to use the postcode whenever they are asked for their address, and to set out how to obtain a postcode for a new building.

The key to successful implementation is to ensure that all the principal users of the postcode, especially Government departments, utility companies and financial institutions update their databases before the formal launch of the scheme.  These users will need to incur significant costs up front in updating / cleaning their databases, but there will be benefits in terms of eliminating duplicate entries and more efficient customer relationship management.

3.4 Ongoing maintenance costs
Costs will also be incurred in keeping the postcode system up to date.  This will involve issuing postcodes for new premises and distributing up to date copies of the PAF to the key stakeholders.  In the initial phases additional advertising may also be necessary.  The absolute level of costs will depend on who is responsible for managing the system, and the method chosen to update the PAF and the potential for economies of scope.

3.5 Revenues to be offset against costs

While no attempt has been made to quantify the costs at this stage it is fair to say that they will not be insignificant. A challenge in developing a postcode system for Ireland is to seek a corresponding revenue stream so as to ensure that costs to the economy as a whole, and for individual stakeholders are minimised, and that costs are incurred by those who benefit most.

4. OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT OF A POSTCODE 

4.1 Current position in other countries
In most countries there is no legal basis for the allocation of a postcode.

Ownership of the postcode address file (PAF) varies from country to country, but in most cases
 the incumbent national postal operator manages the file on a day-to-day basis. (See Annex 2)

4.2 Recent Developments
The issue of ownership and management of the PAF file is under review in some countries in the light of market liberalisation and the commercial exploitation of postcodes for non-postal uses.

In Sweden, the only European postal market fully opened to competition, the PAF is treated as part of the “postal infrastructure
. Competitors, together with user representatives and the regulator, form a council that makes decisions relating to the PAF. Access to the PAF is freely available and competitors have the right to allocate new postcodes in the same way that Posten (the incumbent and owner) can.

The Dutch Minister of Economic Affairs reported to the Dutch Parliament
:

Given its importance to competitors, I attach great importance to good accessibility and availability of the postcode system and will therefore pay specific attention to this matter when drafting the new Postal Act.

In Britain, Royal Mail’s ownership of the PAF was formally recognised in Section 116 of the Postal Services Act, 2000.  This obliges Royal Mail to maintain the PAF, and to make the PAF available to any person who wishes to use it on such terms as are reasonable. Appropriate conditions are included in the Licence granted to Royal Mail by Postcomm, the UK Regulator.  Postcomm initiated a review of these arrangements in June 2004, and expects to publish its decision in early summer 2005, although the submissions received have already been published.

Another issue that is contentious in Britain is the difference between “postal” and “geographic” addresses.  In essence the postal services have historically required the use of a locality name different from that officially given by the local authority, which has the statutory responsibility for naming.  ComReg’s report specifically recommends that any postcode system in Ireland should be linked to the official addresses and not to the operational convenience of one operator compared to another.

4.3 Assessment - ownership
The ownership and management structures in most countries reflect the realities of the postal market in the 60s and 70s, when postcodes were first developed.  Those structures may no longer be appropriate for the postal sector as it exists today.

On the other hand comparable developments in the electricity sector have placed the obligation on the universal service provider under regulatory supervision, for the benefit of all operators.  For example ESB Networks is required to maintain a register of Meter Point Reference Numbers which customers can quote when transferring from one supplier to another.

The Working Group identified four possible options with regard to ownership:

the State, 

a public body, 

an appropriate legal entity representing all authorised postal service operators and other stakeholders in the use of and benefiting from, a postcode, or

a commercial organisation.

The decision will ultimately depend on the method chosen to fund the work necessary to design, implement and maintain the postcode system, although all other things being equal, the preferred option would be to have the postcode in appropriate public ownership or at least control. Any body charged with ownership and management would have to have sufficient expertise of the postal sector.

4.4 Assessment - management

Different considerations arise in the case of management of the system. Usually the incumbent Universal Service Provider is the principal source of updated address information
. Therefore there has been a certain logic that, irrespective of ownership, management should rest with the incumbent Universal Service Provider.

However while postal operators are often the first organisation to know when new premises are first occupied, or in the case of business premises when there is a change in occupier, other bodies such as the ESB or local authorities often have advance notice of when new building construction is taking place
.  There may well be economies of scope in combining the management of a postcode system with the tasks of other bodies involved in providing services to new buildings – a “one stop shop” approach.

The choice of who should be responsible for managing a postcode system will depend on the decisions made in connection with the initial capital and current costs of funding, promotion and ongoing development of the proposed postcode system. 

5. DATA PROTECTION ISSUES

The Data Protection Commissioner was consulted and the position is as follows.

A postcode would be considered to be personal data where, in conjunction with other information that is in the possession, or is likely to come into the possession of a data controller it would result in the postcode identifying a living individual.

It may be the case, for example, that where a postcode identifies a domicile occupied by a single individual, and that individual is known to the data controller, then that postcode will be personal data in the hands of the data controller. This could be the case with a postal operator if it was certain that an address related to a sole occupant. Consequently, any postcode referring to such an address also becomes personal data in the hands of a postal operator.

In other scenarios, a postcode is not likely to be linked to a single individual and consequently is not likely to be or become personal data. Therefore it would not be subject to the provisions of the Data Protection Acts 1988 & 2003. Given that a spatial postcode would not identify an individual this is probably the most relevant scenario.

The Commissioner further advised that the issue of using postcodes for data matching or database cleaning purposes may only be addressed definitely when the Commissioner is in a position to examine the conditions under which a specific type of postcode is introduced.

6.THE ISDI (Irish Spatial Data Infrastructure) INITIATIVE 
The Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government is the designated lead department for the Irish Spatial Data Infrastructure Initiative (ISDI).   The ISDI is basically a move to set out the ground rules and other arrangements that would enable seamless integration in internet, extranet or intranet environments of separate public sector spatial datasets. A key element of the Initiative is the establishment of “Atomic Small Areas”

6.1 Atomic Small Areas

The atomic small areas proposal is aimed at dividing the whole of the land area of Ireland (and possibly sea areas, yet to be decided) into distinct small geographical areas.  The Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government has provisionally estimated that there might be about 30 000 such atomic small areas in the country.  Such a set of areas has been termed an atomic small areas framework.  The boundaries of such areas would be identified according to certain rules.  The rules would indicate for example that each area should have between say 50 and 100 households and should form a reasonably distinct socio-economic/community and/or physically distinct area.  The rules would crucially determine the actual size and boundaries of the atomic areas.  

Fundamentally, the aim of setting up an atomic areas framework is to provide a coherent basis for managing spatial data within the public sector.  If a wide variety of bodies were collecting or collating data according to the framework then it would be easier to seamlessly integrate their different datasets.  

6.2 Postcodes and Atomic Small Areas

It is suggested that the following are the key similarities or overlaps between a postcode system and the atomic areas initiative.

· The atomic small areas initiative would be based on small areas across the whole of the land area of Ireland.  If the postcode initiative involved identifying spatial areas (as distinct from a point/address based system) then both would set out a framework of many thousands of small spatial areas across the whole of the land area of Ireland.  Furthermore, the geographical extent of the two types of areas could well be approximately similar.

· Being geographical systems, both types of areas and the data linked to them would be capable of integration into GIS (Geographical Information Systems) software packages.

· Through the ISDI initiative it is likely that a direct link between the atomic areas and an authoritative standard national address database could be established.  A postcode system could make the same type of connection.

· Both spatial frameworks would need to be maintained on an ongoing basis.

It is clear that any further work being undertaken to examine the feasibility and design of a postcode system should take account of the small areas initiative and the proposed terms of reference in Annex 1 includes such a requirement.  

ANNEX 1

DRAFT TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR THE PROJECT MANAGERS

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 the 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 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 county or ideally any element of existing addresses.

•
It must be neutral as 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 technological and legal environment with particular regard to mail delivery systems likely to emerge over the next 10-15 years. In particular it shall consider the modern communications methods available through satellite and 3G communications to asses if a postcode could be electronically identifiable globally using simple software which refers to modern mapping coordinates.

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

•
advertising/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 analysis shall form part of the business case.

2. Postal Coding Methodology

Describe the methodology and financial strategy to be adopted for the 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 its 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. 

Project Programme

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

Stage 6 shall take place no more than six months from date of appointment of the Project Managers

ANNEX 2

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF POSTCODES IN SELECTED COUNTRIES

	
	Royal Mail
	Post Denmark
	Sweden Post
	Deutsche Post
	Swiss Post
	Austria 

Post

	1. What is the post-code format?
	Alphanumeric, from 5-7 characters.
	4 digits.
	5 digits.
	5 digits.


	4 digits.
	4 digits

	2. Is the post-code public and published?
	Above code is in public domain. In addition, PAF file for bar-code customers has additional 2 chars for delivery point.
	Yes.
	Yes. Copy must be paid for since 1994. Search on website for postcode can be done for free.
	Publication stopped 3 years ago.
	Yes.
	Yes.

	3. When was present post-code format introduced?
	District numbers for cities existed prior to introduction of automation, when this was extended.
	1967 and has not been changed since.
	1968 and has not changed since. 
	4 digit code introduced in 1963 and converted to 5 digits in 1993.
	Early 1960s with little change since.
	Early 1960s with little change since.

	4. To what address depth does post-code go?
	Published postcode to part of postman’s walk, or major delivery point. Delivery point (PAF) suffix identifies every delivery point.
	Locality only.
	1st 2 /3 digits to city and last 2 digits to delivery grouping (to, on average, 1.5 delivery routes)
	Sections of street.

Big receivers.

Postboxes.
	Locality.
	District or locality

	5. Who maintains / owns postcode address database?
	Royal Mail. 
	Post Denmark.
	Regulator owns it but Sweden Post maintains it for a fee.
	Deutsche Post 
	Swiss Post
	Austria Post

	6. Does sorting equipment sort on post-code only, or match to address?
	Configurable either way. There is a trade-off between the two.
	Match to city name.
	Match against city and street name and corrected when there is an error.
	Only if post-code is not clear, checked against city name and sometimes the street.
	Sort on postcode, street name and house number. Match postcode and city name and in case of confusion, take postcode.
	Match postcode and city name and take postcode, when the two do not match.


� For example, the Enterprise Strategy Group Report, 2004.


� The Royal Mail presentation highlighted both the benefits and costs associated with the introduction of a public postcode.  The benefits associated with introduction have already been discussed above.  


� The point can be made that the UK postcode was introduced nearly 30 years ago at a time when computing technology was in its infancy and the usefulness of postcodes to companies who were not involved in the business of delivering mail was limited.


� This information is drawn from a consultation document published by Postcomm, the Postal Regulator in Britain. “Royal Mail’s management of the PAF.” June 2004


� Postal Infrastructure in Sweden includes PAF, redirection information and forwarded mail.


� Supplemental information to the Postal Services Policy Memorandum, Minister of Economic Affairs, 27 September 2004


� The Postcomm consultation suggests that the incumbent postal operator is the principal source of updated address information: Royal Mail postmen contribute approximately 56% of updates, customers of Royal Mail contribute approximately 40%, and Local Authorities contribute approximately 4%


� As distinct from planning permissions, which may or may not be acted upon.
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