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Rebecca Thomson reports on claims 
that the Post Office has failed to 
recognisea pot ntial lT problem. 

Lee Casthaton cannot ye I: a mortgage  r a bank account. t- and is 

unlikely to ever own his house. He works over 100 hours a week as an 
le trician to make ends meet and sup s GRO -.-.- -.-.-.- -.-.-.-.-.-.- -.-.- -.-.-.-.-.--

GRO

1:ie 40rearo1d f' .3t:::'.t ?fit # . a ler a € e l; l :( h<8. , :: .;€ after t he I ° E ,.i to

the Post. Office 27,00() .....money ha U, _. r ..'aa.,F x. mad ea,Y,d.;`. ~. __A~ i3,~~i, ~a.i~.~ ~.A his 8 ... y-J., 

branch in . rid]i .gtot , Yorkshire, showed del cite over a 12-week period in 2".0 • 

(a t et n i sit hl d d not 3 `t. fl ..... a]thoueh it showed as a . )ss on air 

`wz Off acs : ori:'Ton system, n h id is used hr • .nasra s to do their accnirntin .

Casfieton was so concerned about the debt that he refused to pay it back, 

and decided to o to court to contest the Post Office's nsstence that he 

should pay. 
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But the court ruled that the debt was real, not illusory t t n argued. 

"The losses must have been caused by his own error or that of his 
assistants," the judge said. it is inescapable that the Horizon system was 

working properly in all material respects.': 

Having lost the case, Castleton was left with costs of £321;000. In 2007, he 

fi led for bankruptcy. "I was in too deep see that now. The whole thing 

has been heartbreaking' he says. 

After .an, investigation of siv months, Computer Weekly has discovered that 

.east. seven ;: O trnaste ,,. lace come into confikA with the Post , t,ja>. i 

after the system showed losses which took them by surprise, 

Jo Hamilton started signing her accounts even when she knew they were 

wrong, because, she says, ca lls to the Horizon helpline didn`t stop the 

dedtuts occurring a s i, she teit backed  into :3 corner. She was convicted of 

false  accounting    t was e r :e prison to i.e after local l l l..' f r;` 
_. il-~ctiovn  

debt. organised  ¢;:l ~. i.+s#a:~aa i,di~*s a to paythe

Noel Thomas was convicted of the same charge, and spent his 60th 

birthday in jail. 

fourth postmaster. 
st Amer   

upselling 
h s 

~P
w' t O. e„_1 

.~.-Z..,  R._ t.. ,. .9.,.._i' .,L, 9. •...~ Y ;4„ ~...~4 ended      ~Y Post Off _ a .e 

resents €1. .:n:,l c, Jod the shortaae and c€aims that me Pos., Cthce has 

received £1 11,C),00 from him which he does not owe 
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A fifth, Alan Brown, had ,0=G0 deficit written off by the Post Office - only 

to find another 10,000 loss that he could not explain. 

Office, but 3 .e. sr 3sv,  . .e O 3 ., w*. x The w coma x a.,nx x was 

probably down to er own errors, but she insisted she had not got anything 

wrong. She coudnt afford the repayments. "I lost all confidence in my job, 

and now Iam going bankrupt. I have no trust in the Post Office at ll," she 

says. 

A event'; postmaster. Aan Bates. refused to sign his we kly- accounts, 

puoho inquiry. 

III of the postmasters we spoketo sav GRO 
 

I tion l 

Federation of Sub Postmasters, has refused to help them investigate their 

The Post Office denies it received any ccmpftaintsfrom postmasters, and 

also denies that any IT-related felt could have caused the systems to 

show incorrect sums of money owed by some postmasters. 
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A spokesman said, "Hari on is an extremely robust system whh operates 

over our entire Post Office network  and su ec ssfuliy records mhons of 

transactions each day. Theere i no evdenee that pc, ..,.. to n fan t with the 

chnok g . We ,:,iould always k ok into o and Inve r' g to any. Issu s rased 

by sub-postmasters. 

The Federation declined to comment on the postmasters claims. 

Lack of evdencei 

None of the y.tm...,. , r,_ have fi r , ,,v len,e that . . was to banie. Jo 

Hamilton thd not even rease t could have been the uprnent causing 

problems until after her court case. She says, ``I idn°t understand what was

happening, and I'm so rubbish with IT that at the time I thought it was 

somehow my fault. Bet t other postmasters contacted me after my case, and 
I l reaised wasni one"

One expert, Tony Sykes, a business systems specialist, says that further 

investigation is needed. Sykes has studied the system print-Outs which 

showed that C tl t n`s Post Office had run up large debts. 
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A senior official at the Federation of Sub Postmasters, who asked not to be 

named, said, 'The Horizon system may have been hunky dory on y one, 

but how does the Post Office know the system hasn't degraded over the 

years? 

The rohim we have is the culture of the Post Office. It's heresy to say 

something can go wrong.  No one can say computers cannot go wrongd 

Those affected say the Post Office did not fully investigate their claims. 

They also say that their contract requires them to pay any loss at their 

branch, whatever the circumstances. 

Litigation stwc.itor Laich EHis, en ,T specialist says the contract between 

postmasters and, the Post Othce s weighted n . vour of the company. 
Pc.stmastam need to be ve y careful  that the ,€retsL evidence of 

thi rent s between what the computer system reports and what they 

receive through the till. They need to put their concerns in writing to the 

Post Office explaining what the problems are' 

Chris Wise.a business y \ t.y m:., LcnsL. ltani. who acts as an expert witness s 

in court casesuvo ny iT syswrns. says,  its difficult to know what has 

gone wrong from the evidence we have to date, but almost all IT systems 

ever built have malfunctioned t some point. What matters is the way 

business deals with those errors and gets to the bottom of what has 

actually happened." 
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He says it may not have been I ` gUtches that caused problems for 

postmasters but the way the Post Office handled them. 

Case study 1 

,. Lee Casteton, BddUnqton, Yorkshire 

as Ca tleton 40, was postmaster at the 

Bridlington post office in east Yorkadhe. ."a probCms started In January 

2004, and he l lm d he couldn't get help from mm the Post Office. 

r b ~I ~ ~ on u_ d for 
12 

weeks. spent \ ) 
gong

e t 
. Z' ,. ~~1\*3.,~n~,~i ~ .t to ~.~ A,.Le+' 1E.3 . 3~n ,~~~ 3Y..~, L'~..-~.\~, ~l L

„i:
~B~.~ ~.,+~6!!Po f..G 

;~~ 3 ~~ 
through 

accounts,  tr, ing ,:o ;ink out what had happened.  I : was baffling,"he says. 

Castk$on rang the Horizon h&pdesk, which is run by the Post Office, and 

asked repeatedly for help and a systemcheck, but says they did very little. 

"The Federation didn't heln me either. It said It didn't want to get involved 

and refused to let me i, 

After 12 weeks,  Ca sti .ton was suspended and the Post Office toll h m he 

had to pay for the losses. "I decced to Or test my o ffig ti n to pay the 

money in the civil court, because I hadn't done anythng wrong," he says. 

Castle 
tl i f t d e 

High 
f 

Court, 
H +- I 

8.t.,3 , ~~..~i...~a _~: ~_~~.~b,. ;r,::.r~ ~~ d' t ~~- 3 ;. 3 . A..~~:.~! ~.,-`c~ 9~expert 

wPn ss to to k at the system log, for lim. He argued d that the discrepancy 
. .f•" 

Y.,~ ~,i..,ri ~., Y, r .,. '..

the deficiencies were reak not Uusory, and, as such, were evidence that 
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the branch had not been managed properly. "The losses must have been 

caused by his own error or that of his assstants," the judgment  said. 

Under their contract  with the Post Office, postmasters are liable for any 

bases 
mod, 

are due to &es was. negUgence or 
error Casrleton was

also lab labb for the companys bpa costs , 

; The Post Office really put me through ou l the mange ,,9 he says. "I owed 

£27,000 for the deficits, and £321000 thtogether. l was in too deep --- I see 

that now. The whole thing has been l t::; I r :, 

j 

.Jo Hamilton South Warnborn ugh Harm ,hire 

Jo Harnflton, 5 1 , was postmstwsa in South Wamnborougn in Hampshire 

between 2003 and 2005. 

Hamilton started expehe.ncftiq nrahems b October 2003. She. entered 
E. -r:'  , . . to ~4 . € c3: v 

'v`s:

the week the computer wouk t tell her how much she should have. 

One time it said 1 was down £2,000, so I rang the H ison hthpdesk. The 

supervisor  told me to do various things, and three minutesI t r I was 
£4 300  down,  . Whatever I id after that, Icodidrlt et if to come `gip any

dfr ere ,' she says. 

The Post Ot kre tub her. she  owed the took repayments out of 

her r onthly wages. "it made me reluctant to phone them, because it was 

just crazy — when I asked for help, it just doubled the amount and said I 

owed it money
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Hamilton's problems worsened.  " very week the system would come up 

telling me how much I should have in there. I knew it wasn't the right 

amount, but I didn't know what to do. I couldn't ring them up, because I just 

didn't have the money to pay it all back, So I signed the accounts each 

week, saying there was a certain amount in there when i knew there 

wasn't. I know it was dishonest, but I didn't stea any money. It got worse 

and worse." 

Post Office auditors visited the branch in March 2005 and told Hamilton she 

wed £36,0=00. They prosecuted her for theft and 14 counts of false 

a coou ti p but l <te r  dropped the theft charge. 

Hamilton says the case did not deal with the issue of T. She pleaded guilty 

and was given a year's probation. Her house was rer ort a ed to pay the 

money, and the villagers in South Warnborough collected £0,000 between 

them to help. 

Hamton says, "i n 18 nth , , mill have finished paying back the villagers, 

but wont have paid off our mortgage." 
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Case study 

-Noel Thomas, Gaerwen, Anglesey 

Noel Thomas, 61, from Anges t'. worked for tho Post Office for 42 years. 

His probe ms started in 2003, r,hon ha discovered a d €ici of £6,000. He 

says he spent hours loot in at it., tr On to find out what was wrong.

He says the Post Office paid half of the deficit for him, and he paid the 

other half. He didn`t have any more probe until 2004. 

dt -tarrted r.ro again all of a sudden, The money was going at a rate of 

£2000 a month, and .a , vent on until October 2005. The last figure they told 

meI owed was £50000. 

"The Nationa Federason of Sub Postmasters didn't want to know. It is 

frustrating — Iwould like to know where that money went to. The whole 

thing is a . cal mess, he says. 

Faced with mounting e icit and n :w.hE .  e to turn for h&. Thomas signed 

the accounts to say the manek was the=m when It wasn't. H didn`t know 

what else to do. It was my biggest mistake — I should have turned round 

and told them I was shutting up shop until they found out what was going 

on. But at the time I thought they would close the Post Office if I did that, 

; n ,., thr:t' v d cause sea problem for the village. , 

The Post Office prosecuted Thomas for false accounting. He pleaded guthy 

and says the IT system didn`t come up during his hearing — his barrister 

told the judge about his good character. 

Mark Jenne
h. \ state V h  ~. 

fraud at e S...xE d~. sa..:& E, ? .' who E, da,. time was the director of .;ai a.i d. investigation

swot nt r of 5 n. B, : rT l{. s i inna report nr p r en in v n; of the 

case i d t he did  
th at the 

'...& 
system

.v 
d. "If the not propose .i ; 4 t e Hanson ~ S ~ tat wed.

on system was flawed, I would expect to see issues raised by all 

14,000 branches in the UK and not only a handful," he said. 
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But J nn r had been unabe to exam examne the computer terminal used in 

Thomass branch. "To compet&y th:scount the possibility that the Geerwen 

branch terminal was not responsible for creating systematic and cumulative 

errors, I would still wish to nspect the terminal," he said. 

Jenner' s report was produced before the court hearing, when Thomas

expected    to  ha , because~~ o face charges ~~= of theft. t was not usedI~~ the hearing  

the theft charges were dropped. 

Thomas was sentenced to 12 weeks in prior. "I spent my 60th birthday in 

there ," he says.  "it was hell on earth and it took me long time to get over 

Case study 4 

-Am r B j J,  Ch&msford, Essex 

Former barrister Amer Bajaj, from Chelmsford, sold his post office after 

Ios1nc I 1 203. 

His probkms stated n 2004, and he wrote to the Post Othce every ti n 

there was a misbalance in the accounts. In July 2C5, he contacted 

solicitor because he felt that "the Post Office would 'ook to prosecute 

due to its own mistakes". 

Ba j says of the problems, "Any shortage
t

r i, l remain on the system for 

many weeks 8 E !`9, a  3 ~ nSnm d s made by the Post Office for th e amount €. Ft to 

be made go d. 

`°I personally made good any shortage. After we got it back down to zero, 

the system w _ ld show shortage of anywhere between £2,500 and 

£0,500 within a week. 
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"ln spite of various letters, and correspondence between rnvsef and 

solicitors, no official has visited to see or check or remedy the defects, Iam 

of the o inion that the Post Office is in breach of its contract to maintainthe 

system, and therefore has wrongfully obtthned ant mangy  and is, e rn n 

interest as result." 

Bajaj contacted his MP, Simon Burns. who wrote to the Fkmt Office on his 

constituent'sbehalf. In its reply, the company said, "We do accept that 

individual branches may experience very occasional failures." 

-Alan Bates, Ll ndudno, Wales 

I n Bates, 52, worked at the post office in 

Wad udno n north WaW. from 1998 to 2003. 

i n 2000.  he sc a s } tef 1h h, ? ' ',.oar ~~;~. ,g `l .~b3 .i".~ ... ~~ ~ : ~ ~ account 
. 

for. and - ,~ ~o:e to the Post Office.  Af r two furtho.. lfor, ;a., s+a: i 3ei1ee e , the i,Fwe3Bpai 

wrote back is 2002, saying they would write off the amount but without 

giving any reason. 

It slid, Post Office Ltd has den del to take no further acflon in respect of 

vvritt n off... 

1,es to the loss bung whften off, Bates  cc nt nu d to have problems with 

deficits.  He refused to sign his weeky accounts, saying it would have made 

him liable for any osses. When defi pits occurred, he refused to use his own 
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money to pay themj GRO -hut sad t was not 

supportive. 

.Why idn°t the Post Office prosecute e? Because it knew there were 
4^.x F€fib. th xv e t i  t è  m It .~.# i ..5 y ; . x .  e 'c ' t o cox; .

take it to court asI had received patea broad r n e of l ai advice about 

,., , r; so, I was t. ,,,Id that n l 
keep .~ 

♦ in court and p "'x ~` ~..,.. , .,~ ~.  ~.x .,.. .w.a. : ,+,.. . ~ ~ ~ e .. keep .. ~ ~.. 

findings until I ran out of money. 

x ~€ ; 5 inquiry  into x t  many sub~~. wo ia.,# tMS ...; a..,   ,~5.. no :3~~a.'i..°, that many ax ; 

postmasters  have finished br akin the w because of O t Office

and the i 
o

 't ae. ỳ € -, 
them

 -x he  says 

Case study 

-  .an Brown, Callender Square, Fakirk 

Alan Brown is serving postmaster. He gave an emall dated January 

$006 to Lee Ca.s deton for Casfieton to use in his own court case. The 

-mail says he Post Office had written off £6,$00 oss on his account 
. some time ft r he saidit had appeared on the system. 

But he says another shortage appeared that evening when he was 

lbaancing the cco.:nt . " have one screen that saes I have gain, and 

the screen next ta k saysI have £13,000 loss on the same to c unit, he 

says in the -mail, 

"One node has stopped ;. . . .., .,e.:,,.., with the rest. This couki be costing
sub-postmastersthroughout the country a fortune and all because the 

computer systems occasionally do not work." 
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-Julie Ford, Yeovil, Somerset 

Julie Ford is from Yeovil in Somerset. She became postmistress of 

Westfield Post Office in October 2007. Her problems with the company 

at $~ beg v e o  m ber €` O7 a i Aa r r h 
w 

i 
d, ECs,

„..,.. , +... ,a, ua .,. .o , :.. 3?"a Y,.° 3 s A~vw~, a:°i.Ft .,~< .,.~x , x ,.,ya ~.. ...:x .... . .aw,.w\, ,U Jo : 

hundreds of pounds at a time, ; h e probams continued e..d n, f ebr r 2 t9, 
when she was forced to 

f:f 
.. fobnnkrrrptcy.

;3At one stage I was 1,000 down. I rang up the Post Office and said I think 

there's something wrong. It said one of the staff, or myself, had sticky 

fingers . . see says. 

,..? January,  Ford d hat. .' `d,,. ,. d a. < w.. d d am; L2500 savings E,6,,.= the Post Yom . E k, a, so 
rang up and asked for an audit when L:0,000 went missing yin overnight. The 

audit found she was nearly L10000 short. The Post Office took money out 

of her wages, and suspended her for 18 weeks while it carried out an 

investigation, 

i nstead of p, osec d,it.n . or tarminatino hercontract over the deficits. the 

company de;nsmiac' # arc do x,3uno avOcxY3 3t,u rwrh yd accon, Thep a: 
3i,ems 

continued until several parts of her Horizon system were replaced, then 

hancing returned to norm 1, 

But Lynn Hobbs oeneral nn 
nac r network sunnort at the Post Office. said 

+a.xF J C d a £:§ d+lf ta. C, L x > w' , ti k es d 3 U

previous challenges in relation to the integrity of the system and I can 

confirm that the system has passed all tests and been exonerated in both 

the civil and criminal courts, I therefore cannot accept that the losses were 

as a resub of the Horizon kit," 

Hobbs : r gasrec ' think we sho Id also look at other factors which 

coincided with this change,  such as the additional training provided and the 
change of personnel at the branch." 
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Ford says, n  the end I refused to work. I wasn't taking the money nd I 

wasn't tusking stupid mistakes. It they thought I was stealing money, why 

did they reinstate me? I to t all confidence n my job, and now I am going 

bankrupt" 


