
 

The Post Office Scandal     (Gary Watt) 
TASK 1 
 

Look at the pictures 
WHO are they about? 
WHAT do they tell you?  
WHY are they important?  
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TASK 2 
VOCABULARY 
These words are in the text you are going to read: 

 
bankrupt 

 

[a] person [or business] that has no money left 
e.g. Many small businesses have gone bankrupt during 
the Coronavirus “lock down”. 

[sub]postmaster/postmistress [a] person in charge of a small post office [usually in a 
shop] e.g. The sub-postmaster runs the village post 
office.  

fired 

 

[when you are] dismissed from your job 
e.g. Dominic Cummings has not been fired by Boris 
Johnson. 

discrepancies/ 

shortfall 

when some money is missing 
e.g. The shop assistant only gave me £5 change instead of 
£10. There was a shortfall [or discrepancy] of £5. 

audit 

 

when a company’s finances are checked 
e.g. At the end of the year, an accountant always does an 
audit of the company records. 

suspended 

 

[when you are] not allowed to work for a period of time 
e.g. When the David Luiz got a red card, he was 
suspended for the next 3 matches.  

settlement 

 

a financial arrangement [agreed between 2 people] 
e.g. When she lost her job, she received a financial 
settlement of £25,000 from her employer. 

claimant 

 

a person who takes someone else to court 
e.g. The claimant asked in court for the £500 deposit that 
her landlady owed her.  

anonymous 

 

[when] you don’t want your name to be known [by 
someone else] 
e.g. My daughter received an anonymous Valentine’s 
card. 

brand 

 

the name [or logo] of a famous company 
e.g. Asda, Sainsburys and Tesco are all well-known 
supermarket brands. 
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TASK 2 
Read the text 
It’s from a BBC news report 
Task 1 

'Post Office false theft claim left me bankrupt'  

By Hayley Hassall and Mick Tucker  

A postmaster says the Post Office spent £320,000 suing him over £25,000 he was falsely 
accused of stealing.  

Lee Castleton, from Bridlington, East Yorkshire, was made bankrupt after he lost a two-year 
legal battle with the Post Office.  

A recent ruling found problems with the Post Office's accountancy software could instead be 
to blame for the losses. 

For two decades, the Post Office pursued hundreds of its workers over accounting 
discrepancies with its Horizon IT system, accusing people of theft, fraud or false accounting. 
Many were fired, made bankrupt or even sent to prison. 

Mr Castleton described how he and his family were abused, including an incident where his 
daughter was spat at, because "local people presumed I was a thief". 

The former stockbroker, who bought a seafront Post Office branch in 2003, said he began to 
notice thousands of pounds in losses from his accounts within months of taking over the 
business. 

Despite calling the Post Office's helpline nearly every day for three months, he said: "We just 
couldn't understand where the losses were coming from." 

Following an audit, Mr Castleton's branch was found to have a £25,000 shortfall. He was 
subsequently suspended. 

The Post Office spent the next two years pursuing him for the missing money through the 
civil courts.  

"The Post Office decided to make an example of me," said Mr Castleton.  

He was forced to defend himself in London's High Court because he had no money to hire a 
lawyer. When he lost the case, he was made bankrupt. 

Mr Castleton is now one of more than 550 former postmasters who will get a share of a £58m 
settlement from the Post Office. 

The agreement was reached in December last year, when the High Court ruled that technical 
problems with the Post Office's Horizon IT system could instead be to blame for losses - 
something Mr Castleton and the other claimants had always believed was the case. 
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'No space for honesty' 

Internally, some Post Office staff had also grown concerned about what was happening.  

Speaking out for the very first time, one former manager told the BBC's File on 4 the Post 
Office had "zero interest" when he questioned why increasing numbers of postmasters were 
being blamed for losses totalling millions of pounds.  
The former staff member, who wishes to remain anonymous, said he voiced his concerns 
after reading internal documents. "I didn't like what I was finding but was told it would be 
better for my career to 'move on and let it go'," he said. 
He said he and a number of colleagues "began to feel increasingly uncomfortable but there 
was no space for honesty, no desire for open dialogue". 
"The people running our stores were being arrested going to prison, losing their life savings, 
having massive mental health issues. It felt as though doing the right thing no longer 
mattered, it was all about saving the image of the Post Office". 
He said: "A fellow member of staff asked one manager why they thought there was such a 
high volume of fraud. The manager laughed and said: 'because half the post offices are run by 
ex-police who took early retirement or former pub landlords, so they're probably used to 
fiddling the books'. 
"I think it was meant as a joke, but it betrays a subtle contempt for the people on the front 
line." 

"Protecting the brand" 

Ron Warmington, from the forensic accountants 'Second Sight', was brought in by the Post 
Office in 2012 to look at around 150 cases. 
In his first ever broadcast interview, he told File on 4 that as his findings became more 
critical of the Post Office, it became increasingly difficult for him to access the information 
he needed. 
"It's the way that corporations behave when things go wrong," he said. "And it was in that 
area that we found it so strange, the way the Post Office was reacting, presumably to protect 
the brand."  
 
In 2015, the Post Office ended the investigation without notice but not before Mr 
Warmington had spoken to dozens of postmasters. 
"I've spent decades dealing with some of the worst criminals in the world," he said. "What 
struck me here was that I wasn't dealing with people like that. 
"These were ordinary people that had simply found something that they couldn't deal with. 
They sought help but didn't get it and were put in a situation that, frankly, was life-changing 
for them."The Post Office declined an interview but said it has "accepted its past 
shortcomings" and "sincerely apologised" to those affected.  

File on 4's 'Second Class Citizens: The Post Office IT Scandal' is on BBC Radio 4 on Tuesday 11 
February at 20:00 GMT [37 minutes] and available afterwards on BBC Sounds.  

Listen at https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000f5hb 
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TASK 3.  

ANSWER THE QUESTIONS: 

1. Why did the post office fire and take to court over 550 sub-postmasters and 
sub-postmistresses? 

2. Do you think the employees were guilty or not? Give your reasons to explain why. 

3. The Communication Workers’ Union (C.W.U.) and some Members of Parliament (M.P.s) 
are asking Boris Johnson, the Prime Minister, to carry out a full investigation about what 
really caused the money to go missing.  

What do you think about the Post Offices managers who took action against the 
sub-postmasters and sub-postmistresses? What should the Government do about this? 
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CHECK YOUR ANSWERS: 

 

TASK 1: 

The pictures are about a case in the High Court of justice. 

Over 550 employees, who were dismissed by the Post Office on suspicion of stealing money, 
claim that they are innocent. They believe that, in fact, the money went missing owing to a 
problem with the Horizon computer system that was being used in post offices all over the 
U.K. 

TASK 3. [Possible answers] 

1. The Post Office dismissed over 550 employees, because large amounts of money went 
missing in their branches. They suspected that the sub-postmasters [and sub-postmistresses] 
must have stolen the money. They claimed that the computer system [Horizon], that they 
were had been using in post offices since around the year 2000, couldn’t have made any 
mistakes that caused the money to go missing. 

2. The sub-postmasters [and sub-postmistresses] claim they are innocent and they have not 
stolen any money. They believe that the missing amounts of money were caused by errors in 
the Horizon computer system they were using in their post office branches.  

3. The Post Office managers refused to accept that the Horizon I.T. computer system could 
have been to blame. So, it seems likely that innocent people lost their jobs, homes and life 
savings. Some of them received criminal records and went to prison. They and their families 
also suffered from mental health problems.  

The C.W.U. and some M.P.s believe that the Government should hold an investigation, so 
that justice should be done; and that the Post Office managers should be held responsible for 
their actions and the possible mistreatment of their employees. If it is proven that these 
managers broke the law, they should be held to account for their actions.  
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