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Communications Workers’ Union Submission: 

ComReg 15/45 

 

 

Introduction 

The Communications Workers’ Union (hereinafter referred to as “CWU” or the 

“Union”) represents approximately 16,000 workers employed in the communications 

sector in the Republic of Ireland, of which over half are employed in the Postal & 

Courier Sectors. The CWU represents staff working in the following postal and 

courier companies: 

 

 An Post 

 UPS 

 DPD 

 PrintPost 

 Data Ireland 

 IO Systems 

 

As the trade union representing a significant number of workers in the postal & 

courier markets, the CWU welcomes this opportunity to respond to the Consultation 

15/45 (hereinafter referred to as the “Consultation”) issued by the Commission for 

Communications Regulation (hereinafter referred to as “ComReg” or the 

“Regulator”). 
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In considering the review of the quality of service standards for the universal postal 

service, the CWU wishes to make a number of observations: 

 

Suitable Comparator Countries 

In section 7 ComReg notes that: 

 

‘Although comparing international QoS is a complex exercise, due to the varying 

sizes of Member States and their distinct geography, demography and the service 

level generally, it is nevertheless noteworthy that Austria and Denmark have similar 

QoS standards to Ireland and have broadly similar national characteristics.’ 

 

The CWU does accept that Austria and Denmark have similar characteristics, or 

rather, those similarities which might exist are fundamentally undermined by a much 

more suitable metric which should be considered when comparing QoS standards, 

namely population density. 

 

Looking at this metric we see that Austria has a population density of 102.9 per 

square kilometre and Denmark has a population density of almost 131 per square 

kilometre. Ireland, in contrast, has a density of 67.2 per square kilometre. This is 

unsurprising given that Ireland’s population is around 40% rural.  

 

The countries with population densities closest to Ireland are Croatia (75.2/sq km) and 

Bulgaria (67.2/sq km). 

 

It is interesting to note that when one compares the D+1 QoS standards in these 

countries with Ireland they are substantially lower at 85% (Croatia) and 80% 

(Bulgaria). At 94%, Ireland’s QoS target for D+1 is very much an outlier when 

compared to other countries with similar or lower population densities. The CWU is 

of the view that population density is a more accurate and fairer metric to use when 

comparing countries and with such a dispersed and rural population Ireland is still a 

very challenging country in which to deliver mail to such a high standard. 
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ComReg notes the shift in population (from rural to urban) and the improved road 

network. The shift in population has seen an increase of 10.6% in urban population 

from 2006 to 2011, however 38% of the population is still considered rural and that 

represents only a slight change. It is true that the road network has significantly 

improved in that period however that does not change the fact that much of the 

delivery network covers rural Ireland where population dispersal is the challenge 

more so than the connecting roads. Improved roads might make journeys a little safer 

and quicker but it does not shorten the distance. That is the challenge on the delivery 

side where much of the QoS attention is placed. One could just as easily argue that An 

Post was achieving a high standard of delivery in spite of the road network before it 

was improved. 

 

Added to the relatively high level of rural dwellings in Ireland is the high number of 

non-unique addresses. It is noted that the introduction of post codes may help resolve 

this issue but this cannot be relied upon as a solution in the short to medium term 

given that the codes have not yet been introduced and it is impossible to ascertain 

what the take up will be when they are available.  

 

It is worth noting that Germany, with a population density that is almost four times 

that of Ireland, has a QoS target of just 80%. The approach taken here appears to be 

one where the regulator has set a minimum floor for the QoS but that the postal 

operator, subject to natural commercial pressures and incentives, exceeds well over 

this target. Clearly An Post has a commercial interest in providing the highest 

standard of service in delivery and in circumstances where it is now reaching and 

exceeding the very high benchmark of 94%, the target should be left as it is or 

reduced in line with similar comparator countries as identified above.  
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Exception for the month of December 

 

The CWU is of the firm view that December should be excluded from the QoS 

standards. In postal terms it is very much atypical with over three times the normal 

volumes being processed and delivered in December. Despite this there was no 

allocation made for December in 2004 and this should be rectified on this occasion. 

Excluding December is not without precedent as evidenced by the fact that items 

posted from December 2nd to December 31st are excluded from the full year 

measurement for quality of service for Royal Mail. 

 

On balance this makes a lot of sense. Given the huge increase in volumes, December 

cannot be considered as just another month. Aside from the increased volumes there is 

the challenge of dealing with the different mix of mail which is put in to the system at 

this time of the year, much of which does not lend itself to sortation by machine. The 

Christmas cards that make up so much of the increased volumes require a more 

interventionist sort than the so called ‘cleaner’ mail that is typical of other months.  

 

ComReg has accepted there are capacity problems in December but still maintains 

that the operator should have to ‘meet a high QoS for all periods of the year, without 

exception.’ This is not in the best interest of the postal users. Going to the trouble and 

expense of building and maintaining a system to meet a standard that only occurs in 

one month in twelve makes no sense and this is the sensible view that has been 

adopted  by the regulator in the UK, Ofcom. 

 

The suggestion that An Post could introduce ‘a special discounted non-universal 

service to ordinary customers enabling Christmas cards…to be processed separately 

and to a lower quality of service’ is not a solution. It could be seen as the first step to 

the introduction of a second class service and that would be a fundamental shift in the 

market . This would be an extreme solution to a problem that could be so easily 

solved in another way i.e. exclude December from the measurement period.  
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Conclusion 

The CWU welcomes the fact that this review is taking place and believes that the 

target of 94% should either remain unchanged or be reduced. 

 

The suggested comparator countries of Austria and Denmark are not appropriate and 

Ireland is already achieving a very high standard at 94% already. The service levels 

being delivered by An Post are well above the accepted standards in other countries 

with similar population densities. 

 

As has been done in the UK, the regulator should make an exception for December in 

the measurement system. To include it is to skew the results and therefore undermine 

the integrity of the system as a whole. Including December drives the result down for 

the rest of the year and this is not representative of the standard that is otherwise 

achieved.  

 

We have seen in the past, with the threat from ComReg of exorbitant fines against An 

Post, that not achieving the QoS standard can have very real implications for the 

financial stability of the company and its ability to provide the Universal Service 

Obligation (USO). It is in the best interest of the Irish postal market and all postal 

users that the QoS standards are fair and reasonable and accurately reflect the realities 

and challenges of the Irish postal network. 


