
 

 

Question 1 of the Inquiry’s Call for 
Evidence 

What impact did the operation & management of the Horizon IT 
system have, & what effects were personally experienced as a 
result? 

When I was appointed as a postmaster in 1994, sub post office branches operated a paper-
based accounting system, which had evolved over decades. Though time consuming to 
operate, it meant that copies of everything were kept in branch and should errors occur, you 
could re-examine the copies and correct the mistake. Having worked in industry for twenty plus 
years prior to joining PO I was used to computer systems for controlling stock and the 
accounting functions and at the time thought the paper-based system was positively" 
Dickensian" and ripe for computerisation.  

I was very pleased when it was announced that the PO management had successfully 
negotiated funding from its sole shareholder, H M Government, to develop and install what 
became known as Horizon. I thought I was lucky to be included in the very first phase of the 
roll out in late 1999 and my branch was fitted with the equipment. 

All went well initially and superficially Horizon seemed to be a great improvement on the paper 
system, speeding up transactions, thus increasing the flow of customers through the branch, 
allowing us to do more business and become more profitable. However, as time went on 
"losses" began to creep into the system and though they may only have been £30/40 per 
week, these soon built into hundreds and then thousands of pounds of unexplained money.  

Far from being the "all singing, all dancing" miracle that would allow you to grow your business, 
it became a "millstone round your neck" as you could not, or not easily, check your work and 
find these "errors". You were reliant on contacting a call centre, the so called "Helpline", where 
the operators used a scripted and prompted system, to "help" you. I am fairly sure very few, if 
any, of the operators had ever worked or even been behind a PO counter and they struggled to 
help. Problems they could not answer were "escalated" to a higher level and inevitably delays 
occurred, if in fact, you got an answer at all.  

The stock answer was to always "make it right", which meant put the money into the till from 
your own pocket. It did not take long for this to become a major drain on my income and I 
would allow these modest losses to build up to about £2000 then seek a meeting with 
someone in authority to try and sort it out. I was absolutely sure that it was the system causing 
these losses, not me. The outcome from these meetings, I had several over the years, was 
always the same. The PO would say they have investigated and found that nothing was wrong 
with their system/figures so it must be me and then I would be told under my contract I was 
liable for the loss and must pay the money. The alternative was to get sacked and then sued 
for the so called missing money. They were accommodating about how the money could be 
paid back and would make an arrangement to take it out of your salary at about £200/250 per 
month until paid off. 

 












