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I.  Introduction

This opinion is issued pursuant to section 404(b) of the Postal Reorganization Act (39 U.S.C. § 404(b)).  The Commission affirms the Postal Service’s decision to close the Nassau, Minnesota post office and provide service to the residents of Nassau by rural route delivery.  As explained in greater detail below, the Commission finds, after considering section 404(b) of the Act and the applicable regulations, that the administrative record shows the Postal Service acted within the statutory guidelines in reaching its decision.


On December 22, 1997, the Commission received a letter from James Schmeichel, the current officer-in-charge of the Nassau, Minnesota post office.  Construing Mr. Schmeichel’s letter as a petition for review pursuant to section 404(b) of the Postal Reorganization Act (39 U.S.C. § 404(b)), the Commission, on December 23, 1997, established Docket No. A98-1 to consider the appeal.  Subsequently, on January 15, 1998, the Commission received separate letters in opposition to the closing of the Nassau post office from Verene Putzier, Linda Wildung and Margaret Davis.  Ms. Wildung, the Mayor of Nassau, enclosed a petition bearing the signatures of 83 individuals. 


On January 28, 1998, the Postal Service filed a motion to dismiss the appeal on the grounds that (1) Mr. Schmeichel’s letter dated December 18, 1997, did not constitute a valid appeal under section 404(b) of title 39, United States Code, and section 111(a) of the Commission’s Rules of Practice because he is not a “person served” by the Nassau post office, as required by section 404(b), and his letter did not indicate an intent to appeal, as required by section 111(a); and (2) the customers’ letters received by the Commission on January 15, 1998, were not received within 30 days after the posting of the Postal Service’s Final Determination on December 15, 1997. 


On February 13, 1998, the Commission received a second letter from James Schmeichel, the officer-in-charge of the Nassau post office, stating that he did not intend for his initial letter to the Commission to be construed as an appeal and requesting that such letter not be considered as an appeal.


On March 5, 1998, the Commission issued Order No. 1209 denying the Postal Service’s motion to dismiss on the grounds that the actions of the Postal Service prejudiced Ms. Putzier’s ability to comply with the 30-day filing requirement.
  


On February 9, 1998, the Commission received Participant Statements (PRC Form 61) filed by Verene Putzier, Margaret Davis and Linda Wildung.  All of the letters and Participant Statements received by the Commission have been consolidated into this docket.  The Postal Service filed its “Comments” regarding the Nassau appeal on March 16, 1998. 

II.  Summary of the Postal Service’s Determination

Background


Nassau is an incorporated rural community located in Lac Qui Parle County.  Situated close to the South Dakota border, it is approximately 45 miles northwest of Montevideo, Minnesota.  Most of Nassau’s residents are farmers, retired people and individuals who commute to work at nearby communities or work in local businesses.  Nassau is in Minnesota’s second Congressional district.  Record Items 7 and 16.  There are six businesses, two organizations and two churches located within the community.  There is no school.  Businesses include Wildung Implement, Nassau Farmers’ Elevator, Bucky’s Bar, Wildung Trucking, Horvik Manufacturing and a hairdresser.  Nassau is administered politically by a mayor and city council.  Police protection is provided by the Lac Qui Parle County Sheriff’s Department, and fire protection is provided by the Nassau Volunteer Fire Department.  Record Items 7 and 16 and Final Determination (FD) at 6.


On September 3, 1994, the Nassau postmaster was promoted to a position at another postal installation, and pursuant to Postal Service policy, the vacancy in the Nassau position prompted a review of Nassau’s service needs.  Record Item 5.  During the review process, a career employee from a nearby post office was installed as the temporary officer-in-charge.  FD at 1.  


The Nassau post office occupies a leased building which is in good condition and is accessible to the handicapped.  The lease expires on April 30, 2002.  Record Items 4 and 6.  


The Nassau post office workload is rated at the EAS-C level.  The post office is open 24 hours a week:  9:30 a.m. to 1:54 p.m., Monday through Friday, and 9:30 to 11:30 a.m. on Saturday.  On average, there are 10 retail window transactions daily.  Daily receipts average 176 mail pieces, and dispatches average 87 mail pieces.  Record Items 11, 12, 13 and 16.  The post office provides service to 41 post office box customers.  There is one postage meter customer and no permit mailers.  Record Items 16 and 35.


Revenues for the Nassau post office in Fiscal Years 1994, 1995 and 1996 were $13,054, $9,610 and $10,415, respectively.  FD at 1.  The post office’s estimated annual operating costs are $25,044, including $14,340 for an EAS-C postmaster’s salary, $4,804 for fringe benefits and $5,900 for rental costs.  The annual cost of providing rural route service to Nassau customers is estimated by the Postal Service to be $3,035.  Therefore, estimated annual savings are $22,009.  A one-time expense of $1,267 will be incurred for the installation of cluster box units (CBU’s) and parcel lockers.  FD at 7.


In lieu of service from the Nassau post office, delivery and retail services would be provided by a rural route administered by the Marietta post office, located five miles from Nassau.  Customers would have the option of service to roadside mailboxes, installed by customers on the carrier’s line of travel, or to cluster box units, installed and maintained by the Postal Service at no expense to the customer.  Parcel lockers also would be installed for customers’ convenience.  Administrative responsibility for the one postage meter would be transferred to the Marietta post office.  FD at 1 and Record Item 35.  The Marietta post office, an EAS-11 level post office, is open 33 hours a week and has 56 post office boxes available for rent.  FD at 1.  While the community’s name would continue to be used in customers’ mailing addresses, the Zip Code would be changed to 56257.  “Nassau” would continue to be listed in the National Five-Digit Zip Code and Post Office Directory.  FD at 6 and 7.

Postal Service Procedures


The procedural requirements for providing adequate notice of the Postal Service’s intention to close a post office and an opportunity for public comment are found at section 404(b) of the Act, as well as 39 Code of Federal Regulations § 241.3.  In this case, the Postal Service commenced its decision-making process by sending the affected customers a letter and questionnaire.  By letters distributed on November 14, 1995, the Postal Service solicited community opinion concerning its proposal to close the Nassau post office and provide rural route delivery service to either a cluster box unit or a roadside mailbox.  Record Item 14.  Questionnaires also were made available over the counter to retail customers of the Nassau post office.  FD at 1.  Thirty-seven questionnaires were returned.  According to the administrative record, 10 customers favored delivery to roadside boxes, six opposed this option and 21 expressed no opinion.  With respect to delivery to cluster box units, the record shows that 10 customers favored the option, eight opposed it and 19 expressed no opinion.  Record Items 20A through 20KK.


The following concerns regarding the proposed closing were among those expressed by Nassau customers on the returned questionnaire forms:  that it would be more difficult to mail and receive packages and obtain other retail services; that roadside boxes are subject to vandalism; and that customers’ addresses would be changed.  Record Items 20A through 20KK.


In the November 14, 1995, cover letter to the customer questionnaire, the Postal Service announced that postal representatives would meet with interested parties at the Nassau City Hall and Senior Center on December 11, 1995, at 7:00 p.m. to answer questions and address customers’ concerns about the proposed change in service.  Record Item 14.  Fifteen customers attended the meeting.  Record Item 18.  The following concerns were among those expressed at the community meeting:  that the community would lose its Zip Code; that it would be more difficult to purchase stamps and mail large packages; that customers deserved a post office since they paid taxes; would the HCR carrier accept parcels that were not prepared in time for the rural carrier’s collection; would the rural carrier pick up parts mailed by the implement dealer; and where would the cluster box units be located.  Record Item 19.  


In compliance with the 60-day notice requirement of the Act (section 404(b)(1) of title 39, United States Code), the Postal Service posted the “Proposal to Close the Nassau, MN. Post Office and Continue to Provide Rural Route Service,” with “Invitation for Comments,” from March 4 through May 3, 1996, at the Nassau and Marietta post offices.  Record Items 35A through 35D.  The Postal Service received comments from three customers during the posting period, expressing the following additional concern:  that senior citizens and handicapped individuals would be adversely affected by the closing of the post office.  Record Items 36 and 37.  


The proposal to close the Nassau post office and all supporting documents were certified on May 31, 1996.  On October 30, 1997, the Postal Service issued its “Final Determination to Close the Nassau, MN Post Office and Extend to Provide [sic] Rural Route Service.”  The Final Determination was posted on December 15, 1997, at both the Nassau and Marietta post offices.  The Commission received the administrative record for Docket No. A98-1, Nassau, Minnesota on March 6, 1998.  

III.  Commission Review of the Record


Under section 404(b) of title 39, United States Code, the Postal Service must afford patrons the opportunity to present their concerns regarding a proposal to close or consolidate a post office within their community.  Additionally, the law requires the Postal Service to consider the following four specific factors:  the effect on the community; the effect on Postal Service employees; whether a maximum degree of effective and regular postal services will be provided; and the economic savings to the Postal Service.


In its Final Determination, “Comments Regarding Appeal” and letters to residents of Nassau, the Postal Service addressed the following concerns brought to its attention through the customer questionnaires, the community meeting, the posting of the proposal and the letters to the Commission on appeal:


Delivery and retail services - The Postal Service explained to Nassau customers that carrier service would enable them to conduct virtually all transactions directly with the carrier or by leaving the necessary forms and money in their mailboxes; that there would be no need, in most cases, to travel to another post office for service; that most transactions do not require meeting the carrier at the mailbox; and that they would have access to their mail 24 hours a day.  The Postal Service explained that rural carriers are able to provide the same retail services that are provided by the post office.  These services include purchasing stamps, mailing packages, purchasing money orders, and obtaining special services such as certified, registered, COD and Express Mail.  With respect to mailing packages, the Postal Service explained that rural carriers will accept packages at the mailbox without a customer being present, provided the package weighs less than one pound and the postage is fully prepaid.  The customer should estimate the amount of postage needed and leave the money in the mailbox.  The carrier will take the package to the post office for weighing, and it will be mailed that same day.  FD at 1, 2 and 5.


Mail security - The Postal Service advised customers that the Postal Inspection Service and local law enforcement officials had identified no recent reports of mail theft or vandalism in the Nassau area.  Customers were advised that they could place locks on their mailboxes if the boxes have slots large enough to accommodate a customer’s normal daily mail volume.  Also, customers will have the option of delivery to cluster box units which provide the security of individually locked mail compartments.  FD at 2.  


Senior citizens and the handicapped - The Postal Service explained that carrier service is often more beneficial to senior citizens and the handicapped because customers do not have to travel to a post office to receive mail or obtain retail services.  The Postal Service assured customers that special provisions would be made for hardship cases or special customer needs.  In hardship cases, delivery can be made to the home of the customer.  The Postal Service advised customers that any request for a change in delivery method must be submitted in writing to the Marietta postmaster.  FD at 4 and “Comments” at 4.


Large parcels and accountable mail - With respect to the delivery of large parcels and accountable mail, the Postal Service explained that such items will be delivered to the customer’s residence if the customer lives less than one-half mile from the carrier’s line of travel.  If the customer lives farther, or is not at home, a notice will be left in the mailbox.  Attempted delivery items will be taken back to the Marietta post office.  Customers may pick up the items at the post office, request delivery on another day or authorize delivery to another party.  Large parcels may be left in a secure location outside the mailbox if authorized by the customer.  FD at 3.


Change of address - The Postal Service explained that customers would be assigned carrier route addresses.  While the community name would be retained in customers’ addresses, the Zip Code would be changed to ensure expeditious delivery of the mail.  Mail would be forwarded in accordance with postal regulations, and change of address forms would be available from the Postal Service to assist customers in notifying correspondents of the change.  Nassau would continue to be listed in the National Five-Digit Zip Code and Post Office Directory.  FD at 3 and 6 and “Comments” at 4.


Location of CBUs - In response to customers who were concerned about the location of the cluster box units, the Postal Service advised that the CBU’s would be located within the community.  The convenience of location and accessibility would be important factors in evaluating possible CBU locations.  FD at 5.


Other concerns - In response to customers who questioned why their post office was being closed while others remained open, the Postal Service explained that post offices are reviewed on a case-by-case basis.  When a vacancy occurs in a small office it is customary to conduct a study of the business activity of the office and examine the feasibility of providing service by alternate means.  FD at 3.  In response to customers who expressed the view that their post office should remain open since they paid taxes, the Postal Service explained that it is not supported by tax dollars and must meet expenses by generating revenue.  FD at 3.  In response to customers who questioned whether the HCR carrier would pick up parcels that were not mailed in time for pickup by the rural carrier, the Postal Service explained that HCR carriers do not perform mail delivery or retail services under the terms of their contracts.  FD at 5.  In response to the local implement dealer who asked whether the rural carrier would be able to pick up the company’s parts for mailing, the Postal Service stated that the carrier will pick up the parts if they meet all mailing requirements, including those relating to weight and girth.  The Postal Service offered to provide the company with a rate chart and scale to assist the dealer in determining the correct amount of postage.  FD at 5 and Record Item 35 at 5.

IV.  Commission Findings

Pursuant to the Commission’s review of the administrative record in Docket No. A98-1, the proposal to close the post office in Nassau, Minnesota, the Commission finds that the Postal Service adequately addressed the concerns of the residents of Nassau.  The Commission finds that the administrative record is accurate and complete and that the applicable procedural requirements have been satisfied.

V.  Conclusion

The Commission concludes, based on its review of the administrative record, that the determination of the Postal Service to close the Nassau, Minnesota post office meets the standards prescribed in section 404(b) of title 39, United States Code, and, therefore, is affirmed.

By the Commission.

       (SEAL)

                                                                               Margaret P. Crenshaw

                                                                                         Secretary

� A total of 10 days elapsed between the date the appeal letter was mailed by Ms. Putzier and the date it was received by the Commission.  PRC Order No. 1209 at 3.





