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    A defect is something the user doesn't want.
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The Post Office Horizon Scandal is one of the most significant legal and technological controversies to have occurred in the UK, deeply impacting the lives of numerous postmasters across the country and raising serious questions about the reliance on computer systems in the justice system. It revolves around the Horizon system, an IT system introduced by the Post Office in 1999. This software was intended to manage all aspects of Post Office transactions, including accounting and stocktaking.

Background of the Scandal

The core of the scandal lies in the fact that, from the early 2000s onwards, numerous Post Office workers, many of whom were sub-postmasters running post office branches, were accused of theft, fraud, and false accounting based on discrepancies reported by the Horizon system. These discrepancies often manifested as apparent shortfalls in cash or stock, which the software indicated were missing from various branches. As a result, hundreds of sub-postmasters were prosecuted, with many receiving prison sentences, being financially ruined, or suffering severe damage to their reputations.

Initial Discovery and the Role of Software

The initial discovery of the issues with the Horizon system came to light when affected sub-postmasters began to come forward, reporting that they were being held accountable for losses that they strongly believed they had not caused. Despite their claims, the Post Office continued to rely on the accuracy of the Horizon system, dismissing concerns raised about software errors and insisting that the discrepancies were the result of criminal activities by the branch staff.

However, further investigation and technical scrutiny eventually uncovered that the Horizon system was indeed flawed, prone to bugs and errors that could generate false financial shortfalls. These software glitches wrongly indicated that money was missing, leading to the unjust accusations against the postmasters. 

The role of the Horizon software in this scandal highlights the critical issues of reliability and trust in computerised systems used for financial and legal decision-making. It also brings to attention the need for adequate oversight, rigorous testing, and transparent error reporting mechanisms in such systems to prevent similar tragedies from occurring in the future.

The uncovering of the Horizon system flaws led to a series of legal battles, culminating in the Court of Appeal quashing many of the convictions against the sub-postmasters, acknowledging that they were wrongfully charged based on unreliable evidence from the flawed software. This acknowledgment and the subsequent public inquiry into the matter have sparked widespread debate about the accountability of large institutions and the human cost of technological errors.
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Testing governance
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In the Post Office scandal, the level of access that software testers had to LIVE (production) environments isn't publicly detailed in the reports and discussions surrounding the scandal. However, the scandal itself highlighted significant failings in software testing, error handling, and overall management of the IT system. This system wrongly accused several sub-postmasters of theft, leading to wrongful convictions, financial ruin, and in some tragic cases, suicides.
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