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Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) undertakes advocacy on behalf of Scottish consumers in the postal market. 
We work closely with a variety of stakeholders to highlight concerns and issues that consumers and SMEs 
face when accessing postal services. CAS is committed to representing the needs and interests of all 
Scottish consumers, including disabled, isolated, and financially vulnerable consumers.

In September 2020, CAS commissioned Progressive Partnership Ltd to carry out qualitative research 
exploring the accessibility of postal services for a number of specific groups. The research also examined 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on access to postal services.

When we use the phrase “postal services”, we are referring to both the letters and parcels market. We 
examined deliveries that are serviced by both Royal Mail (the Universal Service Provider) and other parcel 
delivery operators. Given the nature of this research, we have opted not to specifically mention the 
names of other parcel delivery operators as not all the groups that are identified in this research access 
these services and not all operators provide full coverage across all of Scotland. 

Introduction

https://www.progressivepartnership.co.uk
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1  An asylum seeker is a person who has asked a government to recognise their refugee status and is waiting to hear the outcome of 
their application. A refugee, once granted that status, is entitled to the same social and economic rights as any UK citizen. Refugees 
have full access to medical treatment, education, benefits, housing and employment. When we use the term asylum seeker in this 
report, we also include people newly granted refugee status.
2  Domestic abuse is a pattern of controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading and/or violent behaviour, including sexual violence, by a 
partner or ex-partner.
3  Those with a greater than 30-minute drive time to the nearest settlement with a population of 10,000 or more, including island 
residents.
4  Written Evidence submitted from the Citizens Advice Service (Citizens Advice and Citizens Advice Scotland) to the Business, Innovation 
& Skills Select Committee Inquiry into Competition in the UK postal sector and the universal service obligation (2014)
5  The Postcode Penalty: How some online retailers are disadvantaging Scottish consumers, Citizens Advice Scotland (2012)
6  Remotely Excluded: Barriers Facing Scotland’s Rural Consumers, Citizens Advice Scotland (2015)
7  Staying in touch? Exploring Post Office, broadband, and mobile phone accessibility for older and disabled consumers in Scotland, 
Citizens Advice Scotland (2020)

Background

A lack of access to post can cause serious problems for consumers. Some Scottish consumers may be 
especially at risk of having poor access to post and are more vulnerable to the adverse impacts which 
can accompany this. 

There are concerns that people in the following categories are particularly negatively affected by a lack of 
access:

 > Asylum seekers and refugees1

 > Those who are homeless

 > Survivors of domestic abuse2

 > Residents of rural/remote rural areas3

 > Members of the Gypsy/Traveller community 

These categories are not mutually exclusive, and individuals may fall into one or more of these groups. 

CAS has highlighted issues regarding access to post in Scotland for a number of years4 5 6 7. We know from 
previous research that there are barriers to access to post for certain sections of Scottish communities. 
These barriers can include the interception of mail, lack of a fixed address, difficulties in using “care of” 
addresses and concerns around affordability of services. 

This research is focussed specifically on the Scottish context, exploring situations of vulnerability 
prevalent or unique to Scotland, such as geographical isolation. This research was commissioned to 
develop a better understanding of the difficulties that vulnerable groups and those without a fixed 
address can experience in accessing postal services in Scotland and to consider possible solutions. The 
research also demonstrates the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on access to postal services 
by vulnerable groups. 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/Migrated_Documents/corporate/bis-select-committee-evidence-submission--24-oct--cita-website.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/Postcode%20Penalty%20with%20covers_0.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/remotely_excluded_0.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/cas_staying-in-touch_06.20_1.pdf
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There are a number of reasons why people may not have sufficient access to post and for some groups 
this lack of access may have especially detrimental effects. Citizens Advice carried out qualitative 
research on lack of access to post amongst homeless people in England and Wales8. This research
concluded that homeless people find it hard to rebuild their lives without a fixed postal address as it
prevents them from communicating with banks, medical services, benefit services and other third 
parties, as well as with others in relation to employment issues. Citizens Advice has also explored issues 
caused by interception of post in situations of domestic abuse9. This research found that half of survivors 
of domestic abuse had their post intercepted by the perpetrator, and 40% had an agency disclose their 
new address to a perpetrator. This in turn resulted in the perpetuation of abuse and financial harm.

Ensuring consistent access to post is important; our post often contains letters and documentation 
that can change our lives. We rely on postal services to send and receive mail regarding our health 
and medical care, immigration status, housing and benefits. Postal communications may also include 
important legal and financial matters. Any barriers to accessing mail can have serious impacts on our 
lives. Our findings from this research show that a lack of access to post has a real and detrimental impact 
on consumers in the groups noted above.

In this report we also set out a series of recommendations for regulators, governments, and service 
providers to effect positive change in order to remove these barriers, and improve access to post for all. 

8  The postal paradox: how having no address keeps people homeless, Citizens Advice (2018)
9  On the receiving end: How post can enable domestic abuse, Citizens Advice (2020)

Background

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20and%20Telecoms/Homelessness%20report%20-%20Final.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20and%20Telecoms/DA%20report%20-%20final.pdf
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Methodology

Data was gathered via qualitative research carried out by Progressive Partnership Ltd. In-depth interviews 
were carried out with stakeholders, support agencies, and clients in the groups CAS identified as being 
at risk of poor access to post. Due to ongoing coronavirus restrictions, interviews mostly took place by 
phone or through online methods.

Recruitment 
For interviews with remote and rural residents, local contacts were used to identify and recruit members 
of the public to take part in interviews. They were recruited by telephone and email.

Recruitment for research interviews with the other groups were carried out using the following channels:

 > Contacts provided by CAS

 > Pre-existing contacts in relevant organisations 

 > Internet searches for organisations working with the sample groups in Scotland, followed up with 
introductory emails and phone calls

 > ‘Snowballing’ from contacts to identify and contact other organisations and individuals working in 
each area

 > Working with stakeholders to identify and recruit clients to take part in interviews.

All respondents were offered a financial incentive for participating in the research. This was set at 
£40 for members of the public and £60 for stakeholders. Payments were made by bank transfer. Most 
stakeholders opted to have the incentive paid to a charity of their choice.

Fieldwork took place during September, October and November 2020. Details of the sample are set out 
below. 

Sample
The table below details participants that were interviewed/spoken with during the research for             
each group.

*  Includes a paired depth interview. The original intention was to interview individual asylum seekers, however this did not prove 
possible during the pandemic. 
**  There were some short calls with a few organisations. While not full interviews, limited notes were taken. 

Groups No. of stakeholders 
interviewed

No. of people with lived experience/
the public interviewed

Total

Asylum seekers 5* 0 5

Gypsy/Travellers 3 5 8

Homeless 6 6 12

Remote and rural 0 6 6

Survivors of  
domestic abuse 4** 3 7

TOTAL: 18 20 38
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The impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictions associated with it during 2020/21 has significantly affected 
the way that people in Scotland access postal services. This has had further impacts on those groups and 
individuals who were already at risk of not receiving post and/or parcels. 

The restrictions associated with the pandemic have introduced further complications in accessing post 
for these vulnerable sections of our communities. Complications include delays to deliveries, issues with 
using “care of” addresses, and changes in accommodation provision for those without fixed addresses. 
Many of these issues apply across various groups, therefore we have described these by theme initially, 
before then focusing on issues for particular groups.

Delays to deliveries
There are some issues with accessing postal services during the restrictions that affected all groups. 
Like many across the country, these groups experienced delays in receiving mail and difficulty in 
interacting with postal services, such as Post Offices and Royal Mail delivery offices, which were at 
times operating with reduced hours and staff numbers. Members of the Gypsy/Traveller community and 
stakeholders who work with asylum seekers particularly highlighted concerns about delays and access 
to postal services. These concerns focussed on the limited access to hard copies of documentation 
and other pieces of mail due to site offices and support agencies vastly reducing their opening hours/       
temporarily closing. 

“Care of” Addresses/Alternative Collection Points
The lack of access to “care of” addresses or alternative pick-up points is an issue which affected many 
groups. 

Stakeholders who work with asylum seekers reported that many of the support or legal agencies/services 
used by their clients closed their offices during the lockdowns and mail was collected infrequently. This 
caused potential difficulties if these services were being used as “care of” addresses, particularly as some 
mail can be time-sensitive, and the information contained in it can be vital for applications for benefits, 
housing, or asylum.  

In some homelessness hubs, the coronavirus restrictions reduced the amount of face-to-face contact 
with clients. Where service users listed hub addresses as “care of” addresses when applying for services, 
this resulted in items that might have been handed over in person having to be posted out, increasing 
the risk of post going missing. 

Similarly, both survivors of domestic abuse and those within the Gypsy/Traveller community encountered 
difficulties in having post delivered to an alternative address, as demonstrated by the quote below.  

I was trying to work out if we could perhaps pick it up from the Post Office – and 
that was something the Post Office said that they did do, but because of COVID they 
weren’t able to provide that.  
Client, Domestic abuse
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Group specific issues
Stakeholders who support asylum seekers highlighted that they had moved to using WhatsApp and 
other digital tools to deal with documentation, particularly during the restrictions, as demonstrated by 
the quote below. 

WhatsApp has been our godsend... digital everything and rather than getting 
documents sent straight to the clients where they might get lost, missed, client not 
understand the gravity of them, we get everything sent to ourselves and then we just 
send them copies, we get them to take photographs of documents and send them to 
us rather than posting.  
Stakeholder, Asylum seekers 

However, while some agencies have taken positive steps in moving towards digitisation, there are 
still some important documents that asylum seekers need physical access to, and for which they are 
dependent on using postal services. For example, there are no digital options when people granted leave 
to remain with recourse to public funds are applying for child benefit. Once received, HM Revenue and 
Customs (HMRC) also responds to these applications using the postal service, meaning that there is a risk 
of items going missing or being delayed.

The pandemic has also led to major changes for many people who are without permanent housing. 
Many have been moved into temporary accommodation without shared facilities, mainly B&B and 
hotel accommodation, in order to reduce the risk of virus transmission. Some are opting to have their 
post delivered to the hotel or B&B. Post has generally been delivered by Royal Mail to the hotel or B&B 
reception and it is the responsibility of residents to collect their mail from reception.

Some stakeholders noted that staff in homelessness hubs are fully aware of the importance and urgency 
of items of post to their users. However, hotel or B&B staff are not, and may have little or no experience 
of working with client groups who can have complex needs, and therefore may not pass items on with 
the desired level of urgency.  

In terms of postal services in remote and rural areas, in general COVID-19 has had limited impacts. 
However, for some island residents, postal services have sometimes been delayed due to reduced ferry 
services. Residents were also cautious of using ferry services to travel to larger centres for shopping 
during restrictions unless it was essential and instead increased their use of online shopping. However, 
this has created further complications as many were reluctant to order too much, given restrictions on 
available ferry freight space. 

Domestic abuse survivors and stakeholders reported that there were greater opportunities for 
perpetrators to intercept mail during pandemic restrictions. Perpetrators were more likely to be at home 
when post arrived, while survivors had reduced opportunities to have mail delivered elsewhere due to 
limits on face-to-face contact with other households, or with support organisations. 

The Gypsy/Traveller community reported fewer adverse impacts on postal services than other groups 
in this research. For permanent residents on sites, COVID-19 had not greatly affected the regularity of 
deliveries, although some delays in receiving items were reported. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
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The main impact reported by those living on sites was where letters and parcels were delivered to site 
offices, and where this office was operating reduced hours due to COVID-19. Some people reported 
that offices went from being open from 9am-5pm Monday-Friday to only being open for an hour each 
weekday, greatly reducing the window for mail collection. On other sites, where items are delivered to 
individual pitches, rather than a site office, these continued to operate as normal during the pandemic.

Since the COVID, the office has been on a skeleton service which is probably an hour 
or so in the morning and, if you miss that, for whatever reason. If you’re like, “Oh, I’ll 
go and see if there’s any mail in a minute”, and you forget for ten minutes, and they’re 
gone, then you don’t get your mail.  
Client, Gypsy/Traveller 

Some people noted that there were advantages of enforced longer stays on transit sites, due to travel 
restrictions associated with the pandemic. Having a fixed address allowed them to receive more regular 
post and to make applications for services and take care of business matters. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 



Delivering for All   How vulnerable groups access post in Scotland10 

Asylum Seekers and Refugees

The importance of mail 
The main challenge for asylum seekers in ensuring reliable access to postal services is their 
accommodation circumstances. During and after the asylum claim process, regardless of the outcome, 
asylum seekers and new refugees will move around frequently. Access to post is vital, especially when 
applying for accommodation and financial support and receiving information on the progress of their 
claim or of any appeals.  

One of, if not the most, important pieces of post an asylum seeker can receive is their asylum claim. 
This information comes in two separate parts; an invitation to a substantive interview where the 
basis of their claim is recorded by the Home Office and a determination letter which states whether 
their application is granted. Experiencing issues with receiving post may mean losing financial 
support, or even delay or termination of the asylum claim. Other important mail may include medical 
appointments, correspondence from the Home Office about an asylum claim or other appointments,  
and correspondence related to registering children for education.

Given that many of those seeking asylum in Scotland and the UK are vulnerable individuals who have 
experienced distress and trauma, it should not be underestimated how devastating missed mail can be 
for them. Many have fled war and oppression; dealing with authority and bureaucracies can therefore be 
doubly stressful. They want stability, status, and security. Documentation that allows them to be part of 
society, to know that they are now secure here, often takes on huge emotional significance. 

I mean the levels of stress and mental distress that that process causes on people 
are very high, to then think that you have exacerbated it by missing a letter or not 
receiving a letter must be fairly distressing I would have thought, and because the 
consequences can be huge.  
Stakeholder, Asylum seekers 

Most asylum seekers will have very limited financial resources and may not have sufficient access to 
email or means of communicating digitally. Hard copies are still important to this group, as they may 
need to supply paper evidence to advocacy bodies, lawyers, Government agencies and local authorities. 
The post received by asylum seekers can be described as life changing. Access to post for this group is 
therefore crucial.

Given their lack of financial resources, asylum seekers will tend not to receive parcels or items from online 
retailers and may have little interaction with non-Royal Mail delivery firms.
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 Asylum Seekers and Refugees

Accommodation changes
Between completing screening interviews and being granted access to funds and accommodation by 
the Home Office, new asylum seekers may well be destitute, with no recourse to public funds. Many 
asylum seekers will spend time in a night shelter at some point in the asylum process. These stays can be 
very brief for those at the start of the claim process, or longer for those appealing decisions. Mail usually 
received at this time is likely to be either a pre-paid debit-style card with emergency hardship funds 
provided by a charity called Refugee Survival Trust or documents needed to support their asylum claim.

We had a case last week where one of the guys got a telephone call from Mears to 
say that they were coming to collect him, and they gave him a 1 hour timeframe... he 
was then taken by Mears first to a hotel in Glasgow, and then he went to Newcastle. 
He however had left his passport and other documents behind at our location, so all I 
could do was contact the previous case worker... that’s what I mean about it’s actually 
really difficult to track them down and be able to pass mail on.  
Stakeholder, Asylum seekers 

Those staying at a night shelter may not receive these funds from the Refugee Survival Trust if they are 
quickly moved into other accommodation by the Home Office. The move can take place at short notice 
and the asylum seeker may not know which dispersal zone they will eventually be housed in. This means 
that the night shelter will be unlikely to have a forwarding address for the person or the resources to 
pursue finding them. 

Asylum seekers may be frequently moved around different accommodation by Home Office contractors 
known as asylum accommodation providers. These frequent and short-notice changes of address can 
raise the risk of asylum seekers missing out on accessing emergency funds if accommodation providers 
are unable to pass on their mail. Where asylum seekers are housed in Home Office accommodation, the 
asylum accommodation provider will update a central database when a person is relocated to another 
address that they manage. This automatically updates Migrant Help (the support service provider) and 
the Home Office. When relocating people, asylum accommodation providers also advise individuals to 
ensure that they update other services such as GP surgeries with the change of address.

Stakeholders working with asylum seekers reported that asylum accommodation providers will 
occasionally look out for and forward mail from one of their addresses to another if individuals are moved 
within their estate. However, it appears that this is largely done for expected important mail rather than 
as standard practice. Also, despite actively encouraging tenants to inform other services of changes 
of address, it was reported that a lot of mail still goes undelivered. Asylum accommodation providers’ 
responsibility ends when the asylum process does and stakeholders advised that at this point providers 
will do what is possible to forward mail, but that asylum seekers can often be reluctant to provide a 
forwarding address.
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Ways of Ensuring Continued Access
Stakeholders working with asylum seekers explained that they used recorded delivery and other forms of 
signed-for mail to send mail as these were the safest and most secure options but these are costly. 

Other support agencies said they had tried to move as much communication as possible online. Some 
used messaging apps, especially WhatsApp; to receive and share documents between themselves and 
clients in order to ensure nothing was completely lost. Some support services were able to set clients up 
with mobile phones for this purpose. During the COVID-19 restrictions, we are aware that UK Government 
agencies permitted submissions to be made electronically and this flexibility may be useful to retain in a 
post pandemic world. However, many asylum seekers may struggle to access digital services; they may 
lack digital or language skills and they may not be able to afford access to data. 

In addition, stakeholders reported that there are no digital service options for some services. For 
example, there is no digital workaround for submitting child benefit applications for those granted leave 
to remain with recourse to public funds. Once applications are received, follow up correspondence is sent 
by hard copy to the applicant’s address, increasing the risk of items not being received. 

It was also reported that postal redirection services are not a practical solution at this time for two 
reasons; they are not well known to those arriving in the country and they are too costly to use, especially 
given the limited funds available to those seeking asylum.  

“Care of” Addresses
Another area of concern is around asylum seeker’s using “care of” addresses as a solution to missing 
mail. Some stakeholders reported that a “care of” address was the safest option for ensuring important 
mail gets to asylum seekers living in temporary accommodation such as hotels. 

Just Rights Scotland, for example, prefer to use established “care of” addresses such as the Streetwork 
homeless hub in Edinburgh, where possible, to ensure that mail is secure and reduce the chance of it 
going missing.

Some stakeholders, such as the Scottish Refugee Council, try to ensure that documents, including travel 
documentation, are sent to their own office. Legal documentation will often be delivered to the asylum 
seekers solicitor who will then inform the client.

However, it was reported that agencies such as the Home Office are generally slow in recognising 
changes of address and will only send mail to the asylum seeker’s actual address as “care of” addresses 
(even relatively secure ones such as community centres) are not acceptable to them. In addition, some 
stakeholders reported that errors made by the Home Office compounded the difficulties faced by their 
clients.

We will update the Home Office if a client changes address. However, the most 
common issue experienced with post is letters not being sent by the Home Office 
- administrative errors and delays are not uncommon, information is not always           
up to date.  
Stakeholder, Asylum seekers 

 Asylum Seekers and Refugees
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Mail Interception/Signed for mail
Our research uncovered some concerns regarding mail interception and issues with signatures for   
signed-for mail.

Asylum seekers often live-in multi-occupancy situations with strangers. During the asylum process, 
people will have little choice about who they are housed with. This creates two potential issues. 

Firstly, there is a danger that personal mail may be intercepted by others in the shared accommodation. 
Given the vital nature of documents sent to asylum seekers, particularly from the Home Office, this can 
have serious consequences. 

An example is when a Biometric Resident’s Permit (BRP) has been intercepted. This is a piece of 
documentation that people granted refugee, or another protection status, receive from the Home Office 
and it is crucial for those given leave to remain. It provides evidence of a person’s right to work and their 
right to access any public services or benefits. It is helpful to have when applying for benefits, and it can 
be used to prove exemption from the habitual residency test. Replacing it is arduous, appointments for 
replacements are reportedly hard to get, and biometric information needs to be supplied again to the 
Home Office.

Secondly, there have been examples of signed-for mail being incorrectly handled, resulting in the 
intended recipient not receiving their mail. Concerns were expressed by participants that, especially 
during the pandemic, postal workers are signing for the mail and handing items to whoever answers the 
door rather than ensuring that the correct person signs for them. This is alarming for clients given the 
important and time-sensitive documents that may be sent by post. However, it should be highlighted 
that the obligation on the operator is to ensure the mail is delivered to the correct property address but 
not necessarily to the specific individual the mail is for. 

Because of the coronavirus, people are signing, like the postie signs for it and then 
leaves it, and like either puts it through the door or leaves it, and that’s given us a wee 
bit of an issue, because it’s like “oh it was signed for, the client received it” and it’s like 
“yeah, but no one actually signed for that.” There has been a lot of issues with that.  
Stakeholder, Asylum seekers 

 Asylum Seekers and Refugees
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Key Points
Asylum seekers have to navigate many different issues in order to access their mail. Frequent changes in 
accommodation are disruptive and increase the likelihood of key pieces of mail going missing. This mail 
may be crucial to their application to remain in the UK and to gain access to services and funds. 

The continuous changes of address and the attitudes of some organisations regarding the acceptability 
of certain addresses increase the chances of mail being delayed or missed. Many asylum seekers 
may lack awareness of redirections services, and cost is also likely to be an issue, meaning that use of 
redirections is not really an option to resolve access to post issues affecting this group. 

There are also concerns about how services such as recorded delivery operate in ensuring that important 
mail is actually signed for and delivered to the right person, especially in houses with multiple occupancy 
and transient residents. One suggestion is that asylum accommodation providers should make it easier 
for asylum seekers in shared accommodation, if in the same building, to collect mail from a central point. 
This would decrease the likelihood of mail going missing or being intercepted by someone else. 

Other potential options may include shared collection options at community centres, libraries, pick-up/
drop-off points (PUDO), Royal Mail delivery offices, local Post Offices, or using a PO box to counter these 
issues. However, the suitability of these options is dependent on the accessibility of the location and the 
convenience of the opening hours. In addition, it must be recognised that due to frequent changes in 
accommodation and location these may not be appropriate solutions for asylum seekers.

 Asylum Seekers and Refugees



Delivering for All   How vulnerable groups access post in Scotland15

Homelessness

Those interviewed in relation to the homeless group, whether stakeholders or individuals themselves, 
reported that this group generally receive a fairly limited range of mail. However, this mail is often seen to 
be of high importance and will often contain important information relating to benefits, healthcare, legal 
issues, housing, and banking.  

Stakeholders outlined that a number of key services and benefits require the applicant to have a postal 
address, including Universal Credit and the EU Settlement Scheme.

Individuals who are homeless tended not to receive parcels or items from online retailers and had 
low levels of interaction with non-Royal Mail delivery firms. The occasional exception may be EU 
nationals in the homelessness system, who might receive parcels from home, and people in temporary 
accommodation about to move into a permanent tenancy.

As noted elsewhere in this report, moving online is a potential solution for some communications, but it 
is not for everyone. Many people may lack the desire or digital skills to use online services or the ability 
to afford access to data or devices. During the pandemic there has been a lack of access to places such 
as libraries and community centres where people can access free wi-fi and digital services, which has 
exacerbated this issue. 

Change of address
Frequent changes of address can be a real barrier for homeless people in accessing their mail. When 
people move from temporary accommodation their post may still go to the previous address if there is 
a delay in updating address details, either by the person or the agency or organisation sending the mail. 
Some stakeholders reported that many people will have moved so many times that they find it difficult 
to remember every address they have had, creating the potential for mail to go missing. 

Some stakeholders reported that many problems with missed important mail, particularly benefits-
related mail from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), are due to administrative errors by the 
agencies. It was also highlighted that letters from the DWP, letters addressed to “the occupier” or mail 
addressed to a premise with multiple occupants cannot be forwarded or redirected by Royal Mail. These 
issues and restrictive practices by agencies such as the DWP cause additional issues for homeless people 
and those supporting them.

One of my guys, he’s had some issues with his mail off and on in the past. His latest 
one is the Benefits Agency did not change his address when he moved, we sent it to 
them and then they stopped his benefits because they say [we] hadn’t notified them 
of a change of address. And then they did that, and it was all hunky dory, except when 
we changed his address, they’d written his address down wrong and now it’s gone to 
his next-door neighbour.  
Stakeholder, Homelessness
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Homelessness

For the DWP mail is so important because we can’t forward that on .... that’s sort of 
like a vital thing for them because quite often it can mean if they miss those letters 
that they could get sanctioned or not get the correct money or miss an appointment,        
for example.  
Stakeholder, Homelessness 

The impact of such issues can be considerable, not only in terms of delays to benefits, but also the 
psychological impact on already vulnerable people. As noted elsewhere in this report, the cost of
redirection means that using these services is not a practical solution, especially where changes of
address are frequent. Some participants wanted to see redirection services made free or cheaper for 
people legally designated as homeless. 

“Care of” Addresses
For rough sleepers and those in temporary accommodation, the provision of secure “care of” addresses 
by day centres and other homelessness hubs can be a useful service. However, they are not a perfect 
solution. Some companies and agencies may not accept them as a valid postal address. Failure or 
unwillingness by some agencies to accept “care of” addresses can act a barrier for people trying to 
access services.

People coming into supported accommodation who have not previously had a fixed address can find it 
daunting to have to contact various agencies or companies to advise of their new address. This can be 
exacerbated if agencies question the nature of the address provided. It was reported that some service 
providers can be judgemental about supported accommodation addresses, with stakeholders often 
having to help clients and advocate on their behalf.

It would be great if some companies had a greater understanding of why people need 
care of addresses. Banks in particular often have a problem with them and won’t 
accept them, which means the person struggles to get a bank account set up.  
Stakeholder, Homelessness 

A lot of our service users …. they feel like a lot of it’s their fault. And he’s had loads of 
issues with his mail, and he’s got borderline sort of learning difficulties possibly. But 
he’s been made to feel like he’s inadequate when it’s the system around him that 
hasn’t worked. But the impact on him psychologically is that he’s useless and that 
he can’t do the simplest things like change his address, when it’s the DWP that got            
it wrong.  
Stakeholder, Homelessness 
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While they can be useful for some, concerns were also expressed about using a “care of” address for 
mail for homeless people, whether these addresses were homeless hubs or addresses of friends and 
family. Some stakeholders noted that hubs could potentially be chaotic environments, and some service 
users may not be keen on having to visit these hubs. Where people are on the verge of being accepted 
for a permanent tenancy, they may be reluctant to visit the hub to collect mail. Some stakeholders were 
also of the view that using friends and family addresses could be problematic. Therefore, using these 
addresses may not be the best solution for all homeless people when accessing their post, as it may 
contribute to other difficulties. 

I didn’t like going there. People were shooting up in the toilets, I was trying to get 
away from that. As soon as I moved in here [temporary hotel accommodation] I got 
my mail sent here instead. 
Client, Homelessness

Key Points
Having secure access to postal services can allow people to access services and in turn can assist in 
helping them out of homelessness. 

Difficulties with the use of “care of” addresses can prevent or impede people accessing postal services. 
Some participants felt that a change of attitude towards “care of” addresses was required by those 
delivering services. Others emphasised that many significant problems with accessing post are caused by 
issues within the agencies sending out the mail. There was general agreement that greater acceptance 
of “care of” addresses and quicker updating of agency systems in relation to new addresses would make 
it easier for homeless people to access vital services. 

Frequent changes of addresses and the lack of a secure and stable postal address can cause significant 
barriers to accessing post. CAS is aware that potential solutions to counter this are in place in other 
areas, such as the Proxy address system in London10 or the An Post11 Address Point system established in 
Ireland. We are also aware that Citizens Advice (England and Wales) are calling for the development of an 
“Address and Collect” system12.

The cost of redirection means that using these services is not a practical solution, especially where 
changes of address are frequent and where people have limited financial resources. Some participants 
wished to see redirection services made free or cheaper for people legally designated as homeless. 

Homelessness

10  Proxy Address Service
11  Address Point 
12  Millions without Mail, Citizens Advice (2020)

https://www.proxyaddress.co.uk/#faq
https://www.anpost.com/AddressPoint
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20and%20Telecoms/Access%20to%20Post%20report%20final%20(1).pdf
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Remote and Rural Residents 

Importance of post
Remote or remote rural residents in Scotland access three types of postal services: letters delivered by 
Royal Mail; parcels delivered by Royal Mail; and services provided by other delivery companies. As with 
other groups, the key items of mail that remote rural inhabitants receive are from official sources such as 
public services and government agencies. For some, the remoteness of their location means they rely on 
postal services to ‘connect with the outside world’. 

Some rural residents reported trying to move more of their general correspondence online, and only 
using hard copy mail where services were not available online. However, as noted elsewhere, this is 
dependent upon individuals having access to and being able to afford data connections and devices, as 
well as having an appropriate level of digital skills.  

Parcel deliveries are hugely important to remote residents as although local shops provide the basics, 
they can only offer a limited range of goods. Residents will often have to either travel to a larger town or 
city or purchase online or by phone. For businesses on the isles, the postal service is hugely important, 
and Royal Mail was described as a ‘lifeline’ and a way of accessing the wider world from their home.

Parcel delivery issues
Participants highlighted three main concerns with regards to parcel delivery and accessibility in rural 
areas. These were: cost, access, and reliability.

Cost (Surcharging)
For packets and smaller parcels, Royal Mail is the go-to service. As the Universal Service Provider, it 
delivers everywhere in the UK for a single price. Participants report that the service tends to take a day or 
two longer than the advertised time but is reliable. 

Residents continue to experience issues with many other retailers and operators levying substantial 
surcharges to deliver to remote areas or not being willing to deliver there at all13. Surcharging is an issue 
that has long concerned rural communities and previous CAS research found that consumers living in 
affected areas pay on average 30-50% more for the delivery of goods bought online than consumers in 
other parts of mainland Great Britain14. Customers are not always willing to pay surcharges and instead 
may abandon the purchase or find the product elsewhere online.

Occasionally island residents use a mainland proxy. The goods are delivered to the mainland and can 
then be either transported on to the final address or left at a local depot for collection. This solution is 
particularly appropriate when the supplier will not deliver to the islands.

There are certain companies that it is UK mainland only, so they just won’t deliver to 
the island, or sometimes the cost is pretty extortionate for them to deliver….  
Remote rural resident

13  Annual Monitoring Update on Postal Services: Financial Year 2019-2020 Ofcom (2020) 
14  The Postcode Penalty: Delivering Solutions, Citizens Advice Scotland (2017)

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/208219/2019-20-annual-monitoring-update-postal-market.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/postcodepenalty
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Remote and Rural residents

Overall, rural residents are knowledgeable about the different operators, and they take the delivery 
company, and any surcharges, into account when shopping around for goods. When ‘shopping around’ 
for goods, the delivery charge, the ability to have large or bulky items delivered and the prospect of 
having to arrange collection from elsewhere are all things that are weighed against the advertised price 
of the product by the consumer.

Access
Remote rural participants are generally content with their access to post and parcel services and report 
that letters and parcels sent within their local area are delivered quickly. There is a common perception 
that mail from elsewhere tends to take slightly longer than deliveries in urban areas do, but the delays 
are not considered unreasonable by participants given their location. During the pandemic, residents 
noted longer delays in receiving mail, which they suspected was because of changed working practices at 
sorting offices.

Participants highlighted that they had good relationships with postal workers and delivery drivers who 
work in their areas, and often received a personalised service. The local staff typically had good local 
knowledge and knew where to find individual properties despite the eclectic naming and numbering 
systems used in crofting and remote areas. They also knew where to leave mail and parcels when people 
were out, avoiding the need for long trips to regional depots. Such arrangements and flexibilities are 
important, as access to depots is not good and may involve a significant amount of travel.

We’ve actually got a very, very good postman here just now. But if he ever goes, which 
I hope he doesn’t, then hopefully the next one would do the same.  
Remote rural resident

Reliability
Some companies were viewed as having more reliable delivery information systems than others.

You might be tracking it and it says it’s out for delivery, but actually it’s still in 
Aberdeen...Once it goes to the depot, it’ll go to the courier, then it’ll say it’s ‘out for 
delivery’, but actually it’s not, it’s still in transit. We’ve grown to accept that. It’ll get 
here eventually. 
Remote rural resident

People reported that where a parcel had been ‘out for delivery’ for a day or two they would phone the 
delivery driver and arrange to meet and pick up the parcel in order to speed up the process. 

The condition or quality of goods received on delivery was also an issue for participants. Some companies 
were considered more reliable than others. Where damage did occur, the customer service response 
was variable. Participants said they tried to avoid the companies with the worst track record if their order 
contained glass or other fragile materials.
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Key Points

The cost of postage (especially for larger packages), the addition of unexplained surcharges, and 
exclusion from delivery services are issues which rural communities would like to see resolved. Greater 
transparency in relation to parcel delivery charges, such as a further breakdown of the costs being 
charged would help consumers know if they are being overcharged. Ultimately, consumers wish to see 
surcharging brought to a level where it is proportionate and can be rationally justified by reference to 
objective factors (e.g. cost of fuel in a low-density delivery area). 

The knowledge and flexibility of local delivery staff is a huge benefit to rural residents and has assisted 
in maintaining access to postal services. The lengths that workers go to ensure customers get their mail 
is commendable. However, the varying degrees of reliability and the variability of tracking information 
reported by consumers is of concern.

Remote and Rural residents
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Domestic Abuse survivors

Importance of mail 
Stakeholders and individuals from this group described mail as a valuable way of communicating with 
loved ones, especially given the vulnerable and isolated position of victims of domestic abuse. 

Even people who rely heavily on digital communication still receive some key information by post. This 
may include financial information such as bank statements, bank cards and pin numbers, and healthcare 
information such as screening notifications or appointments, as well as information relating to benefits, 
housing, electoral information and communications from the Home Office or DVLA. For those in this 
group with children, letters from schools and health or social care professionals were also highlighted as 
key postal communications, meaning that the impacts of not receiving mail can also be felt by children. 
Also, if there are civil or criminal legal proceedings, communication from lawyers, the courts, Children’s 
Hearings, Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS), for instance around hearing dates, may also 
be sent by mail.

We are aware that Royal Mail has worked with other stakeholders to establish an online safe space portal 
that can be used to support survivors of domestic abuse to access support services safely. However, 
none of the groups that were spoken to as part of our research highlighted this portal, and it seems that 
awareness of it may be patchy.  

Interception of mail
Information sent by post may be at risk of interception by the perpetrator of the abuse, a practice which 
stakeholders and individuals described as commonplace, pervasive, and incredibly damaging. This can 
result in people experiencing financial hardship and negative health impacts as well as missing important 
events or opportunities such as court appearances or offers of housing assistance. For survivors of 
domestic abuse, lack of access to post caused by the interception of mail has an additional dimension, 
as it is part of the pattern of coercive and controlling behaviour perpetrated by the abuser. For example, 
a perpetrator may intercept and open an item and question its contents. Stakeholders highlighted that 
withholding mail was one way in which perpetrators restricted survivors’ social networks and support 
systems, for example intercepting cards, letters or invitations from friends or family members so survivors 
did not know these had been sent, therefore contributing to feelings of isolation.

Intercepting mail enables perpetrators to monitor the behaviour and activities of survivors unbeknownst 
to them, which, in addition to the controlling aspect can also be extremely dangerous for survivors 
and restricts access to external support. Not all participants in the research were sure if/to what extent 
partners had intercepted mail, and instances of mail interception were frequently said to be discovered 
by accident or after the fact. Situations were also highlighted where access to financial information had 
allowed perpetrators to inflict severe financial hardship, for example by accumulating debt in a survivor’s 
name.

Interception of mail also impacts upon the mental health of people experiencing abuse. People 
experiencing abuse spoke about being anxious about the reaction a perpetrator may have when mail 
arrives, or the fear that a perpetrator may get to an important letter first. 

It would be sort of lording it up in the sense of whatever mail comes, any parcels, 
opening it… it was just control, basically. It was just all control.  
Client, Domestic abuse
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I would say it’s in the bag of dirty tricks. You know, it’s one of the standard ways to 
control somebody, is to get your hands on their mail… your new PIN number for your 
card, like that comes out, your username… We have had a lot of people speak about 
that kind of thing.  
Stakeholder, Domestic abuse

Collecting mail elsewhere and other ways to avoid interception
Several strategies were employed by survivors to avoid the possibility of interception of mail. Some opted 
for online communication, considering this to be a more secure way to access information. However, 
perpetrators may also be able to access digital communications and devices. Digital access is also 
dependent on survivors having digital skills and being able to afford a digital device and data, meaning 
it is not an option for all. This has especially been the case during the pandemic when public sources of     
wi-fi and digital access have been unavailable. 

Survivors highlighted that collection options such as Collect+ points were useful as they allowed them to 
collect and open their deliveries away from the perpetrator and without them knowing. Some survivors 
also had post delivered to an alternative address such as a workplace, or friend or family member. 
However, stakeholders commented that having to explain the reasons for this may make people hesitant 
to do so. Given COVID-19 restrictions, these alternative addresses are currently much less accessible, 
increasing the likelihood of interception of mail by perpetrators. 

Some stakeholders suggested that there should be an option to allow those experiencing abuse or 
coercion to pick up mail from a Post Office rather than having it delivered. A service similar to the Post 
Office Poste Restante15 service may be useful, however levels of awareness of this service were low and it 
is not currently aimed at those who already have a permanent address. A service aimed more specifically 
at those who have a permanent address but are experiencing a lack of secure access to post, was felt to 
be needed.

While this option could help prevent interception, there were also some concerns over how it may 
work in practice. Changes may require the buy-in of mail senders such as banks and other institutions. 
Appropriate safeguards would be required to protect vulnerable customers and detailed consideration 
would need to be given to questions such as what identification would be required to collect mail and 
whether mail could be collected on behalf of someone else. Any consideration of changes would have to 
address questions such as how long items would be kept, how they would be stored, and how they might 
be securely returned if not collected. 

Accessibility to Post Offices was also raised as a potential issue, particularly for those living in remote 
rural areas who may have significant distances to travel to a Post Office (and who may sometimes be 
reliant on public transport to do so, when and where this is available). In these cases, it may not be easy 
to unobtrusively collect mail. 

Domestic Abuse survivors

15  Poste Restante Service 

https://www.postoffice.co.uk/mail/poste-restante
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Some participants suggested having alternative pick up locations including local libraries or support 
organisation addresses, as well as having an app to alert survivors that items had arrived (without 
providing any other details), to prevent unnecessary trips to check for mail. However, we are aware that 
requiring support organisations to act as an alternative pick up location may have unforeseen negative 
consequences. For example, support organisations may not have secure facilities to hold mail for a period 
of time and if mail goes missing or is uncollected, this may cause other difficulties. In addition, support 
agencies may become inappropriately drawn into attempted service of court documents or other official 
communications. 

Other concerns
In addition to direct mail interception by perpetrators, it was suggested that several other issues could 
affect access to mail for those experiencing domestic abuse.   

Survivors who left an address they had shared with a perpetrator at short notice were often unable to 
access their mail in the short term, and typically never received the mail sent to them during that time. 
Survivors who leave the perpetrator are at an increased risk of harm at this time. There are concerns that 
mail sent to the survivor’s old address could disclose to the perpetrator information that can be used 
against, or to help locate, a survivor and any children.

As a result, stakeholders advised that they encouraged people to update their address details as soon as 
possible. However, they noted that this was not always easy as temporary accommodation addresses, 
including refuge accommodation, were not always accepted when registering for services.

Keeping a new address confidential is critically important for the safety of survivors. Having to register 
a new address can be problematic as perpetrators may try to locate survivors through agencies, 
establishments and organisations which hold their and/or their children’s address details. If staff in 
agencies fail to understand the dynamics of domestic abuse and, therefore, the need for confidentiality, 
they may inappropriately disclose information. 

Similarly, in common with the issues highlighted by asylum seekers and homeless groups, agencies and 
organisations’ failure to consider and implement procedures or policies through a domestic abuse lens 
could have serious repercussions for survivors. An example of this is Government agencies refusing to 
redirect documentation to Women’s Aid or another temporary address and instead insisting on sending 
items to the address where the perpetrator resides, allowing them to access this mail. 

I was applying for a driving license…. with DVLA… I sent them my passport, original 
IDs, my metro card, residency in the UK…. During this time I had to leave this flat 
because of domestic abuse, my partner was physically abusive.  So, when I left, I 
phoned the driving license agency again, saying, ‘Please would you please forward 
my original papers that I sent you earlier to Women’s Aid address…. They refused and 
they sent it to my abuser who was able to open the letter and take my residence card, 
hold it from me….they said it’s a policy and even though I was a person, I was like, 
‘It’s me, it’s my paper’ - the worker at Women’s Aid, talked to them as well, explaining 
what is domestic abuse….. the DVLA insisted on directing the papers back to the                 
same address.  
Client, Domestic abuse 

Domestic Abuse survivors



Delivering for All   How vulnerable groups access post in Scotland24 

In addition, the cost of formal mail redirection services was considered by many to be too expensive to 
be a practical solution. As noted previously, not all items can be redirected. Many survivors of domestic 
abuse may not have the financial means to afford this service, especially if the perpetrator is controlling 
their finances or if they have had multiple temporary addresses. 

If I want to be independent from my ex-partner I need to pay to receive the mail 
through the Post Office…. you’re paying monthly or through the year or weekly but I 
found that a little bit too expensive…. if it would be like maybe a little bit cheaper that 
would be helpful  
Client, Domestic abuse 

Key Points
Issues with accessing postal services by those experiencing domestic abuse is commonplace and can 
contribute to the harm being inflicted. Interception of post by perpetrators can lead to detrimental 
impacts on survivor’s finances, health, and access to social support networks. The attitudes of many 
government agencies, financial institutions and utility providers are too rigid to enable effective support 
for those affected by domestic abuse. The inability to use a temporary address or an alternative secure 
address for mail contributes to the risk of mail being intercepted. More could be done by the above 
organisations to ensure postal practices and policies take the needs of those experiencing domestic 
abuse into account and this is something that CAS would wish the Scottish and UK Governments and 
regulators to consider.

To avoid the risk of interception many survivors use options such as collection points or alternative 
addresses. Suggestions were also made regarding the use of alternative pick up locations including Post 
Offices, local libraries or support organisation addresses. It was suggested that these options could be 
supported by the development of an app, allowing survivors to be notified that items are ready to collect. 
However, we have been advised that there are very specific and practical security and confidentiality 
issues around support organisations acting as “poste restante/pick up” locations that could make this 
inappropriate and unsafe for women, children and young people experiencing domestic abuse.

In addition, there are potential barriers in relation to the cost or configuration of current services such 
the current design of Post Restante services and cost of redirections which can inhibit survivors accessing 
their mail safely.

Domestic Abuse survivors
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Gypsy/Traveller community

Importance of mail
It should be noted that residents on a small number of sites took part in this research, and all sites 
included in this research were managed by local authorities. Participants were keen to stress that they 
could only speak about their own experiences and were aware that things were different, and often more 
problematic, on other sites. Although Gypsy/Travellers on privately managed sites were not contacted, 
stakeholders were able to discuss and identify potential issues relating to mail on these sites. 

The profile of mail and other deliveries received by this group was almost identical to that of members 
of the settled community. Communications included letters about bank accounts, insurance, vehicle 
paperwork, the paperwork from running a business, taxes, benefits, and rent. 

The main concern of this group relates to privacy. If mail is going to a site operator before being 
distributed to tenants, they may be able to guess where official mail is coming from and what it may 
concern.

Not having a postal address particularly impacts on those who travel for part of the year, making life 
difficult and requiring workarounds such as using “care of” addresses or local Post Offices to pick up mail, 
or permitting a trusted relative to open mail. Documents relating to vehicles and driving (car insurance, 
driving licences) are of particular importance given Travellers’ culture and lifestyles. Obtaining these 
documents, and others like passports, without a permanent address can be very difficult.

However, unlike some of the other groups considered in this report, Gypsy/Travellers are more likely to use 
online shopping and have items delivered by courier. They are also more likely to have stable and trusted 
social networks that allow them to make reliable arrangements for accessing mail when travelling.

Working with site offices and staff
Many Gypsy/Traveller respondents highlighted that on most local authority sites, mail from Royal Mail 
was delivered to the site office and sorted by the site manager for residents to collect during office hours. 
However, other courier and delivery companies will commonly go on to the site and deliver directly to the 
person’s door.

In the case of one site (a transit site rather than a permanent site) Royal Mail delivered directly to 
individual pitches and each pitch was a recognised postal address. However, this was considered unusual 
for a transit site. 

Opinions were divided on whether the current system of Royal Mail deliveries to a site office worked well 
or whether deliveries direct to pitches would be better. Some participants felt the current system was 
reliable and although access was limited, were content the mail was secure. Trust in the site manager 
was very important to participants and this system very much depended on the approach of individual 
site managers. 

Even where relations between residents and site managers are very good, there are some who are not 
completely happy with these arrangements and would prefer door-to-door deliveries from Royal Mail. 
This is mostly due to site offices only being open Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm. This was concerning for those 
awaiting important and/or time-sensitive mail. This issue has been exacerbated during the COVID-19 
pandemic in Scotland as site offices significantly reduced their hours, which in turn reduces a person’s 
access to their mail. 
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Gypsy/Traveller community

Concerns have been raised that delivering to site offices, rather than individual pitches, may raise 
an equalities issue in that people are receiving a different level of service, which may be considered 
discriminatory. It would be helpful if issues such as this could be considered when developing site design 
guidance.

The below quotes demonstrate these issues:

If there’s a holiday or the weekend then we don’t get mail. When it’s the weekend we 
don’t get our post, we have to wait for the site manager to come in on a Monday.  
Client, Gypsy/Traveller

It can be a nightmare at the weekend if you’re waiting for something and then the 
manager leaves on a Friday and, you know, oh, wait ….I can’t get my post until Monday 
and we’re getting nothing over the weekend.  
Client, Gypsy/Traveller 

Those who travel part of the year
Some research participants stayed on-site permanently whilst others travelled for part of the year. Two 
key points emerged regarding the second group who travelled for parts of the year: regular access to 
mail is very difficult, and maintaining a postal address is difficult in the context of the travelling lifestyle.

Gypsy/Travellers who travel for part of the year tend to follow the same routes, often generation after 
generation. They employ a range of strategies to access mail, including relying on relatives, “care of” 
addresses, and getting things forwarded to local Post Offices on their routes via the Poste Restante 
service. However, members of the community have highlighted issues with the Poste Restante service in 
relation to the length of time that mail can be held for.

Access to digital services was said to be particularly helpful for this section of the community as they 
could locate a local Post Office where mail could be forwarded by a friend or relative whose address was 
being used as a “care of” address, or who had permission to collect mail on their behalf from the site 
office. For parcels and online purchases, local shops with Click and Collect facilities or deposit lockers were 
a lifeline for those who regularly travel.

“Care of” addresses
People reported real difficulties where there was a requirement for a fixed postal address, often in 
relation to accessing official documents and services. Even if the applications and receipt of documents 
could be moved online, having a postal address was still essential. Given that documents relating 
to vehicles and driving (car insurance, driving licences) are essential to Gypsy/Travellers’ culture and 
lifestyles, the difficulty in obtaining these due to not having a permanent postal address can be 
something of a paradox.  
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The things we find problems with are like your driver’s licence, insurance, tax, logbooks, 
and also your passports, things like that. I mean you need to have a proper address for 
that because you can’t get that sent to anywhere, even just for a simple thing like your 
car insurance, you can’t have that just sent anywhere, you have to have that [sent] to 
your own UK address, ... And of course, then there’s doctors letters. 
Client, Gypsy/Traveller

Gypsy/Travellers in this position often rely on “care of” addresses, but these have their own difficulties.  
Gypsy/Travellers who rely on “care of” addresses may not be comfortable with them being used for 
documents such as insurance and driving licences and this option is seen by some as a last resort. The 
ability to receive their own mail more easily and directly whilst travelling would be of a great benefit to 
many, as would having their own postal address. It was suggested that if Royal Mail could hold onto mail 
for the community, while they are travelling, at delivery offices, this would allow better access to postal 
services for this community.

Key Points
The Gypsy/Traveller community has mixed access to post. If relationships with both Royal Mail and site 
managers are good, mail can be regularly accessed. The additional option of non-Royal Mail delivery 
operators delivering to individual pitches is also welcomed.

The lack of access on a Saturday to mail if delivered to site offices is something many would like to see 
changed. Royal Mail deliveries directly to pitches rather than to the site office would be welcomed by 
some, particularly in the current situation where site office opening times are restricted due to COVID-19. 
This would require local authorities to provide a postal address for every plot on a site. It should be noted 
however that some residents who would like deliveries to the door may not be aware of previous issues 
experienced by postal operators e.g. dog attacks, which may impact on the ability of operators to safely 
deliver to someone’s door. It is apparent from the research that people’s experiences of accessing post 
differs significantly from site to site and that a “one size fits all” approach to delivering is unlikely to be 
successful or appropriate. 

For those who travel, making it easier to have mail delivered to local Post Offices or held at local Royal 
Mail depots, via a more flexible Poste Restante service, would be helpful and reduce reliance on “care of” 
addresses. These potential changes to Poste Restante would be subject to the same potential questions 
over the practical operation of this system as are outlined above in relation to domestic abuse survivors. 
Any requirement for Post Offices to hold items for a longer time than the current two-week period may 
cause an impact in terms of requirements for secure storage with Post Offices, particularly given that 
some postal items may contain vital personal information.

Scottish Government and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) have published an action 
plan Improving the lives of Gypsy/Travellers: 2019-2021, setting out work they will do in partnership 
to deliver better outcomes for, and with, Gypsy/Traveller communities. The timeline to complete the 
range of actions from the Action Plan has been extended by 18 months, due to the impact of COVID-19 
restrictions. One of the priority strands of this work is to “Ensure that our public services are responsive to 
Gypsy/Travellers’ needs and preferences.” CAS believe that postal services should be included in relevant 
discussions under this plan. 

Gypsy/Traveller community
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Conclusions

Despite the move towards digital services and documentation our research has shown that all 
communities across Scotland continue to need effective access to postal services.  

We know that many individual postal workers and delivery drivers have demonstrated flexibility 
and helpfulness in ensuring people can safely access postal services, especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, our research has also identified wider, structural issues that can cause problems for 
vulnerable groups. 

Each of the groups considered in this report have experienced issues that impact on their access to post. 
Some issues affect several of the groups, such as the cost of redirection services and CAS is aware that 
Royal Mail are currently reviewing their redirections service.

Specific barriers for each group are summarised below: 

 > We found particular barriers to accessing post where groups such as asylum seekers, new refugees 
and homeless people have continuous changes of addresses in a short period of time. 

 > COVID-19 has heightened these impacts, and the pandemic has also resulted in many people 
experiencing delays in delivery times. 

 > Travel restrictions have meant that some people were unable to access alternative pick-up points, 
such as “care of” addresses. 

 > Other services such as Post Office facilities and Royal Mail Delivery offices may also have operated 
reduced hours, impacting on many people’s ability to access their post. 

 > Those in the Gypsy/Traveller community experienced issues with services being unable or unwilling 
to hold mail for collection for extended periods, or with site offices operating reduced hours. 

 > People experiencing domestic abuse or coercive control encountered a greater likelihood of mail 
being intercepted by perpetrators of domestic violence. 

 > The practice of surcharging on parcels in rural areas continues to disproportionately affect rural 
consumers, at a time when they experienced greater reliance on delivery services, in pandemic and 
non-pandemic scenarios. 

There is a need for change across the board in relation to postal communication with vulnerable groups. 
We believe that these changes are necessary to prevent people in vulnerable circumstances from 
experiencing the financial hardship, adverse health impacts, and lack of access to public services that 
can result from lack of access to post. The recommendations suggested below will require action from 
Government and Government agencies, local authorities, Royal Mail, Post Office Ltd, delivery operators, 
retailers, and private companies. We also believe that regulators working with key sectors have a 
valuable role to play in championing best practice and ensuring that the needs of vulnerable consumers 
are considered by service providers. 
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Recommendations

We believe there are a number of actions that can be taken to improve access to post for vulnerable 
groups. 

In relation to redirection services CAS recommends that:

 > Royal Mail should review the affordability of its redirection services. While Royal Mail does offer 
a concession scheme we believe this requires further development in order to provide a reduced 
cost variation for domestic abuse survivors, people who are homeless, and potentially other 
vulnerable groups such as those on low incomes. We are aware of existing social tariff schemes in 
other sectors, including the Warm Home Discount scheme and in the broadband market. A similar 
approach should be examined in relation to post. 

 > Ofcom should consider the views of stakeholders who provide comment on the need for affordable 
redirection services for vulnerable groups as part of the current call for input into its Review of 
Postal Regulation. 

CAS believes that the ability to use alternative addresses and pick up points including community 
centres, libraries, Pick-up and Drop-off points (PUDO) and other alternative collection points would help 
a number of vulnerable groups. We are also aware of several initiatives seeking to develop services like 
this. For example, Citizens Advice (England & Wales) is calling for the introduction of an Address & Collect 
service and we are also aware of a Proxy Address service for the homeless which currently operates in 
London boroughs along with the An Post Address Point service operating in Ireland. 

CAS recommends that:

 > The Scottish Government, COSLA and Local Authorities should consider whether the introduction of 
similar schemes to the Address & Collect service, Address Point or the Proxy Address service would 
be of benefit in Scotland, especially for those people who may change addresses on a frequent 
basis. 

 > The Post Office Ltd should consider whether their existing Post Restante service could be made 
more flexible to meet the Gypsy/Traveller community’s needs and whether provision could 
be made for survivors of domestic abuse to access this service. CAS acknowledges that there 
are some strategic and operational challenges in doing so including the need for support for 
Postmasters and the need to incorporate adequate safeguarding measures. 

 > The Scottish and UK Government, and regulators such as Ofcom, Ofgem, the Financial Conduct 
Authority (FCA), and Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) should consider whether the current 
practices in their sectors in relation to the use of “care of” or proxy addresses adequately meet the 
needs of vulnerable groups. 

In relation to the arrangements for sending correspondence more generally, CAS recommends that:

 > UK Government agencies, financial institutions, and utility providers should consider whether 
copies of correspondence can be sent to a nominated person or alternative secure location, with 
the client’s consent, as a back-up.  

 > The DWP should review their procedures for updating addresses on their system so that details are 
updated more quickly, and the system is more accurate, reducing the risk of items being lost. 
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In relation to the needs of remote and rural consumers, CAS recommends that:

 > There should be greater transparency for consumers and SMEs in remote and rural areas over the 
cost of surcharging for deliveries. 

 > Retailers and parcel operators should examine their current practices, to ensure that they are 
explaining charges to consumers at the earliest practicable point in the buying process. 

 > Retailers and parcel operators should engage with relevant regulators and consumer advocacy 
bodies to ensure any charges are proportionate and transparent.  

In relation to the Gypsy/Traveller community, CAS recommends that:

 > The Scottish Government and COSLA should consider postal services as part of their work under the 
Gypsy/Traveller Action Plan to ensure that public services are responsive to Gypsy/Travellers’ needs 
and preferences. This could include consideration of: 

 > how site users can access post when the site office is closed, particularly over weekends. 

 > whether postal addresses should be established for each individual plot on a site to allow for 
deliveries directly to each pitch. 

 > whether a more flexible Post Restante service provided by Post Office Ltd would assist in 
meeting the needs of Gypsy/Traveller communities in relation to postal services. 

Recommendations
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