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 Pursuant to Commission Order No. 5004, “Notice of Proposed Rulemaking for 

Reporting Requirements Related to Flats” (March 1, 2019) (NOPR), ACMA is pleased to 

submit these comments.  ACMA’s members are among, or are, the heaviest mailers of 

flats. 

General Statement 

In the face of continued losses on flats, of the failure of strategic initiatives to 

stem the losses and improve associated finances, and of on-going difficulties with the 

FSS, the Commission, in its FY 2015 ACD, reviewed associated operations, identified 

six areas of concern (calling them “pinch-points”), and directed the Postal Service to 

“report” on a range of associated “measures” and “issues” (Id. at 160-182).  Several 

reports followed.  After reviewing them, the Commission simultaneously began the 
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instant docket, issued an Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking “to explore potential 

enhancements to the Postal Service’s data systems and to facilitate the development of 

consistent reporting requirements,” and invited comments (Order No. 4142 at 1).  Now, 

after reviewing the comments of eight parties, including ACMA and the USPS, the 

Commission seeks comments on specific “data reporting” rules (NOPR at 1). 

Though elaborating on them below, ACMA supports the rules proposed and 

appreciates the Commission’s efforts to make progress on a situation that is not getting 

better.  In fact, as recently as February 14 of this year, in its initial comments in Docket 

No. ACR2018, ACMA documented a number of results that raise serious questions on 

their face and that warrant further inquiry.  And in the instant docket, on October 1, 

2018, ACMA outlined possible reporting requirements that go beyond those proposed 

here.  ACMA suggests that both of those comments, along with these, might be helpful 

as consideration is given to what to do next, for we do not see that the present proposal 

goes as far as needed. 

Specific Concerns 

 The rules proposed by the Commission cover a broad range.  ACMA believes 

much of the information will be useful.  At the same time, we believe some clarification 

is needed.  For one thing, the term analysis is used over and over, sometimes with a list 

of data to be provided, but the objectives of the analyses requested are not stated.  

What is to be determined or resolved?  What qualifies as an analysis?  The Postal 

Service has responded to similar requests in the past by listing inputs (that are already 

known to the Commission), reciting the steps of costing procedures (that the 

Commission has reviewed and approved), and tabulating data outcomes (in 
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paragraphs, tables, and spreadsheets).  The Commission should be specific about the 

objectives of any analyses required.  Three associated concerns are outlined here. 

  (1) Section 3050.50(b)(5) asks for “[a]n analysis of volume trends[] and 

mail mix,” including, “at a minimum, a comparison [at the product level] of” the reported 

unit costs with an estimate of what those costs would be at “the previous [] year’s 

volume distribution” (emphasis added).  Conceptually, the reported unit cost is the sum 

of the elemental within-product unit costs times the current volume proportions, and the 

estimated unit cost would be the sum of the same within-product unit costs times the 

previous-year’s volume proportions.1  The unit cost thus estimated, when compared to 

the unit cost reported for the previous year, would provide an estimate of the change in 

the unit cost of the product at a constant previous-year’s volume mix.  This appears to 

be essentially the same information as that provided by the weighted unit cost index that 

ACMA presented in several Compliance Reviews and advocated in its October-1 

comments, though there are options on exactly how the weighting is done.  ACMA 

believes the rule should require the Postal Service to show its work and to explain its 

choice of “elemental within-product unit costs” to which the volume-proportion weights 

are applied.  The disaggregation could be, for example, by rate element or maybe by 

operation.  And the Postal Service should state what mix characteristics are carried 

forward to the current year—possibilities including the presort proportions, the dropship 

proportions, the automation/nonautomation proportion, the pallet proportion, the IMb 

proportion, the weight distribution, and the DAL proportion, as applicable.  We believe 

                                            
1  Estimated unit cost = ∑ 𝑈𝐶𝑖,𝑡  𝑥 𝑖=𝑛

𝑖=1 𝑤𝑖,𝑡−1  where n = the number of mix components, 𝑈𝐶𝑖= 

the within-product unit cost of mix component i, 𝑤𝑖 = the volume of mix component i divided by 
the product’s total volume, t = current year, and t-1 = previous year.  The volume proportions, 
𝑤𝑖,𝑡−1, are previous-year weights quantifying “the previous [] year’s volume distribution.” 
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this rule will help quantify, in a fair and meaningful way, the cost increases that have 

occurred.  If this proves helpful, the Commission should ask for these cost figures for 

earlier years; in its comparisons, ACMA went back to 1998. 

  (2) Sections 3050.50(b)(8) through (b)(13) call for “estimate[s]” of the “cost 

impact[s]” (suggesting forceful collisions) of six different things.  It would be helpful to 

clarify the nature of the impacts of interest.  For example, (b)(8) asks for the “cost 

impact of bundle processing.”  Would it be sufficient to select four bundle processing 

costs, two above and two below the current average, and state for each how much the 

reported costs for the product would change if those costs had been the case?  Does it 

mean to separate costs by bundle-processing technology and to state the contribution 

each makes?  Does it mean to disaggregate by facility, identify “best in class,” and 

examine facilities that don’t measure up?  Does it call for probing alternative bundle 

processing productivities?  As another example, and a question of a slightly different 

character, (b)(9) asks for the impact of "low productivity on automated equipment” 

(emphasis added).  How does one tell if the productivity is low?  Are several productivity 

levels to be compared, each lower than the previous one?  Is the actual productivity to 

be compared to an expected productivity?  Does this require the costs of each kind (or 

vintage) of automated equipment to be separated?  Are all productivities for manual 

processing specifically excluded?  We agree that productivity levels achieved are 

important, though maybe not independent from associated costs, and that they should 

be understood.  In the cases discussed here, it might be better to state what the bundle 

processing cost or productivity should be, according to design standards or some 

expected operational performance, and explain why it is different from that level. 
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  (3) Section 3050.50(b)(2) requires an analysis of unit attributable costs by 

cost component, relevant components specified to be mail processing, delivery, vehicle 

service drivers, transportation, window service, and other.  Information at this level of 

detail (with city and rural separated) has been provided in Compliance Reviews in the 

“Unit Cost Detail Data Calculations” spreadsheet of Folder 30; it would be helpful to 

clarify if additional detail is desired.2  Then, going beyond mere tabulation of outcomes 

resulting from algorithms that the Commission has specified, it would helpful to know 

what sort of analysis is desired.  One possibility would be to compare the levels of these 

various costs with, as suggested above, a design standard or standard operational 

procedure.  This would allow attention to why the results are different from what they 

should be.  For example, the costs could be being credited to a default category when 

they should be somewhere else, leading to variances, or the variability of the operation 

could be below that assumed in the algorithm.  Or the operation could be uncontrolled 

and in dire need of tightening.  Since the should and the actual cost figure would be at 

the same volume level, we do not see that a loss of scale economies could be a factor.  

A good analysis might show other reasons as well, all of which would warrant further 

inquiry. 

  

                                            
2  The columns in the “Detail” spreadsheet for city and rural delivery show the city and rural 
cost picked up by an average piece, but not the cost of a piece delivered by city carriers and a 
piece delivered by rural carriers.  Consideration could be given to providing the latter. 
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 As noted above, ACMA appreciates the work being done.  We hope our 

comments are helpful and that progress is made. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

The American Catalog Mailers Association, Inc. 

Hamilton Davison      Robert W. Mitchell          
President & Executive Director    Consultant to ACMA 
PO Box 41211      13 Turnham Court          
Providence, RI 02940-1211   Gaithersburg, MD 20878-2619        
Ph:  800-509-9514     Ph:  301-340-1254      
hdavison@catalogmailers.org   rmitxx@gmail.com   
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