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Before the 
POSTAL REGULATORY COMMISSION 

Washington, DC 20268-0001 
 

 
Periodic Reporting    : 
(Proposal One)    :   Docket No. RM2019-6 
 
 

COMMENTS OF THE GREETING CARD ASSOCIATION 
 
 
I.  INTRODUCTION 

 

 The Greeting Card Association (GCA) files these Comments pursuant to Order 

No. 5133.  GCA, comprising about 200 greeting card publishers and related enterprises, 

is the postal trade association which speaks for the individual household mailer.  These 

mailers have a strong interest in insuring that rates, particularly for letter- and flat-

shaped pieces in the market-dominant sector, reflect accurately-determined Postal Ser-

vice costs.  The citizen mailer also relies heavily on collection service, the cost of which, 

as the proposal demonstrates, has been exaggerated in past costing techniques.   Pro-

posal One offers multiple improvements in costing and could relieve citizen mailers of 

several misallocations of operating cost which only inflate the rates they pay.  GCA 

strongly supports its adoption. 

 

II.  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND THE NEED FOR CHANGE 
 
 
 The history of costing for Special Purpose Routes (SPRs) clearly shows that a 

re-examination is timely, if not overdue.  The Postal Service points out that the current 

method dates back to Docket R97-1, and thus has been used for more than 20 years.  

A further examination of the historical record, however, shows that even the R97-1 

method was no more than an update – though a substantial one – of an approach al-

ready 17 years old.1   

 
1 See Docket R97-1, Testimony of Postal Service witness Nelson (USPS-T-19), p. 7. 
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 The Proposal describes the major changes in postal operations, shifts in mail 

mix, delivery schedules, and pay structure which have taken place since the R97-1 

method was adopted.2  That the Postal Service of 2019 bears little resemblance to the 

Postal Service of 1996 would be reason enough to revise the SPR costing approach, 

but the Proposal also includes distinct improvements in the underlying data.   

 

 It is fair to say, accordingly, that the existing data and attribution technique for 

SPRs are significantly inaccurate or incomplete, and the associated attributions are sig-

nificantly inaccurate and capable of improvement.  Section 3652(e)(2)3 therefore calls 

for the adoption of Proposal One. 

 

III.  HOW MISATTRIBUTIONS, CORRECTED BY PROPOSAL ONE, HAVE HARMED 
THE CITIZEN MAILER 
 

 Naturally, every user of a particular class or shape will be able to explain how 

Proposal One affects its interest.  In this section, we focus on some serious shortcom-

ings of the existing method which have imposed particularly significant cost burdens on 

household mailers. 

 

A.  SPR in-office time 

 

 As a review of data in the Household Diary Study would demonstrate, household 

mailers originate a very large volume of letter-shape mail.4  The Petition and the at-

tached study show that under the existing approach, SPR carriers’ office time was 

treated as though the carriers in question worked ordinary letter routes: 

 

 
2 See Petition of the United States Postal Service for the Initiation of a Proceeding to Consider Proposed 
Changes in Analytical Methods (Proposal One) (“Petition”), pp. 1-2, 5. 
 
3 In this document, section numbers standing alone refer to title 39, United States Code. 
 
4 In FY 2018, 5.35 billion pieces of personal correspondence and bill payments, according to the House-
hold Diary Study Report for that year. 
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. . . In the old methodology, SPR office time is added to letter route office time 
before it is distributed to products.  This means that SPR office time receives the 
letter-route distribution key and is thus distributed to products like First Class let-
ters that are not typically delivered by SPR carriers.  The new study changes that 
approach and instead distributed SPR office time on SPR-delivered volumes re-
flecting the fact that the products SPR carriers handle in the office are the same 
ones that they deliver on the street.[5] 

 

Consequently, the product the citizen mailer uses most was burdened with in-office 

costs incurred essentially for other products.  Reallocation of these costs to the products 

that cause them is a significant reason for adopting Proposal One. 

 

B.  The growth of package traffic; Sunday delivery 

 

 Under Proposal One, Sunday delivery would, for the first time6, be recognized as 

an operation having its own, highly idiosyncratic, cost characteristics.  At least as now 

constituted, Sunday delivery does not serve letter mail.  In addition, as the Postal Ser-

vice explains, it does not involve “routes” in the ordinary sense, but rather day- and vol-

ume-specific routings generated ad hoc by the Service’s computers.  Consequently, its 

variability with volume is notably high for a carrier function (91.8 percent, as against, 

e.g., 67.1 percent for regular delivery).7 

 

 A costing method which does not recognize even the existence of a $173 million 

operation8 is clearly in need of an overhaul. 

 

 Were it not for the spectacular increase in package volume (and the expectations 

of package mailers’ customers), there would in all likelihood be no Sunday delivery.  

 
5 Michael D. Bradley, A New Study of Special Purpose Route Carrier Costs (“Public Study Report”), pp. 
82-83. 
 
6 As Dr. Bradley notes, Sunday delivery did not exist when the current method was adopted.  Public Study 
Report, p. 65. 
 
7 Petition, Table 1 on p. 4. 
 
8 Ibid. 
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The growth of package traffic itself, however, is an important reason to adopt Proposal 

One.  Among the reasons for this conclusion is the effect it has had on the collection 

function.  The Postal Service explains that the increase in package volume has refo-

cused SPR carrier activities onto delivery and away from collection.  Since delivery is 

package-oriented, while collection involves letters and flats, the result is a cost shift from 

letters and flats to packages; and, correspondingly, from market-dominant to competi-

tive products. 

 

IV.  THE LARGER QUESTION OF METHODOLOGY 

 

 Proposal One implicates a larger question: how, given the changes in the Postal 

Service’s mix of mail and shipping products, is its costing approach to be managed in 

order to maintain a level playing field for it and its package service competitors?  Briefly: 

GCA believes that the causation-focused, data-driven approach underlying Proposal 

One is the right one.  Wholesale change in costing theory (such as a shift toward fully-

distributed cost allocation) is not. 

 

 First, as both the present statute and its 1970 predecessor make clear, cost at-

tribution must rely on reliable causal relationships.  This principle, established in 1970, 

is preserved in sec. 3622(c)(2) and made even more explicit in sec.3631(b).  By consist-

ently conforming its costing technique to operational realities, the Postal Service takes a 

large step toward full conformity with this requirement.  Again, an obvious improvement 

is the recognition that Sunday delivery is a separate operation with its own cost incur-

rence characteristics.   

 

Another large step is the improvement of the underlying data.  For instance, Pro-

posal One entails use of data from every SPR carrier site, rather than a small sample 

(as in the R97-1 method), and recognition of the complexity of carrier pay structure now 

that the City Carrier Associate position has been instituted.9  “Garbage in, garbage out” 

is as true of cost attribution as of any other mathematical exercise. 

 
9 Petition, p.2. 
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The level playing field aimed at by the competitive product provisions of the stat-

ute would not really be level – in the sense the legislation demands – if Postal Service 

prices were based on an artificial (and largely discredited) costing theory rather than on 

causation-based cost attributions reflecting actual operations and employing good-qual-

ity data.  Proposal One promotes these goals.  The Commission should adopt it.  
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