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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
POSTAL REGULATORY COMMISSION 

WASHINGTON, DC 20268-0001 

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

COMMENTS OF THE ASSOCIATION FOR POSTAL COMMERCE
(August 20, 2019) 

Pursuant to Order No. 5133, the Association for Postal Commerce (“PostCom”) submits 

these comments on the Postal Service’s proposed changes in analytical principles regarding the 

methodology used to estimate attributable Special Purpose Route (“SPR”) city carrier costs. See 

Petition of the United States Postal Service for the Initiation of a Proceeding to Consider 

Proposed Changes in Analytical Principles (Proposal One) (“Petition”) (June 21, 2019).  The 

availability of accurate, relevant, and actionable cost information is critically important in 

ensuring compliance with the relevant statute and efficient utilization of Postal Service 

resources. 

I. THE IMPORTANCE OF USING MODELS THAT REFLECT CURRENT 
PRACTICE 

Generally speaking, PostCom appreciates the effort made by the Postal Service in this 

proceeding to update its cost models to better reflect the current state of city delivery operations. 

Further, expansion of usable data to include all SPR routes is an improvement over more limited 

sample-based methodologies that should improve the accuracy of Postal Service cost estimates 

going forward.  

On the other hand, the Postal Service’s filing reveals the limits of the current approach to 

regulation of cost reporting, which relies too heavily on self-identification and evaluation by the 

Postal Service. As indicated in the Postal Service’s Petition, the model currently in use was 
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based on a study presented in R97-1, nine years before the Postal Accountability and 

Enhancement Act. See Petition, Proposal One at p. 1.  While PostCom recognizes the practical 

limitations on the Postal Service and does not expect that all cost models will be updated 

continuously, twenty-two years is unlikely to be the appropriate interval between updates. 

The Commission’s rules require the Postal Service to update obsolete cost studies.  

Specifically, Rule 3050.12, “Obsolescence of special studies relied on to produce the Postal 

Service’s annual periodic reports to the Commission,” requires USPS to provide a list of special 

studies used to produce the estimates in its annual periodic reports, indicate the date the study 

was completed, and whether the study reflects current operating conditions and procedures. See 

39 C.F.R. § 3050.12.  The Commission should enforce this rule to improve postal costing. 

For example, in its 2018 Annual Compliance Report (“2018 ACR”), the Postal Service 

averred that “[b]ecause the occupations surveyed perform primarily the same activities as they 

did when the studies were done, their findings generally reflect the operating environment in FY 

2018.” See ACR 2018, USPS-FY-18-9 – FY 2018 ACR Roadmap at 118. Yet in this proceeding, 

the Bradley report, preliminary work on which may have been underway at the time the Postal 

Service filed its ACR, tells an entirely different story. At the outset of his report, Professor 

Bradley states that “there have been substantial changes in the activities performed by SPR 

carriers since 1996, leading to a rethinking of the structure of the SPR model.” Michael D. 

Bradley, A New Study of Special Purpose Route Carrier Costs, at 2 (“Bradley Study”).  Given 

the description of operational changes, job categories, and technological advances underlying the 

Postal Service’s Petition, it would appear that an update of this study was due long ago.  

While later is indeed better than never, we would suggest strengthening the Commission 

rule to guard against such disconnects. For example, the Commission should require in the ACR 
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that the Postal Service affirmatively demonstrate that any special studies older than 10 years are 

not obsolete.  Alternatively, it could automatically initiate a proceeding under Rule 3050.11 

whenever an analytical principle or special study has been in place for 10 years.  Rule 3050.11 

permits the Commission, “acting on its own behalf,” to initiate a proceeding to change an 

accepted analytical principle “[t]o improve the quality, accuracy, or completeness of the data or 

analysis of data contained in the Postal Service’s annual periodic reports to the Commission.”  39 

C.F.R. § 3050.11(a).  It is fair to presume that the quality, accuracy, and completeness of data 

reported to the Commission could be improved if the studies on which that reporting is based are 

more than a decade old.    

II. THE COMMISSION SHOULD CONSIDER THE INCREMENTAL COST 
IMPLICATIONS OF SPR 

The Bradley study is an improvement and should be adopted. As the Postal Service 

acknowledges in its Petition, SPR deliveries – and the associated costs – are increasingly 

package driven. Petition at 5.  Having relied on incremental costs as the basis for attribution of 

costs to competitive products, the Commission should ensure that such costs are properly 

estimated and attributed.  While the Bradley study has increased the volume variability of some 

of the SPR costs, there remain significant non-variable costs in the SPR and Sunday delivery cost 

pools. 

III. USPS SHOULD MAKE BETTER PRACTICAL USE OF THE DATA 
UNDERLYING ITS COST ESTIMATES 

Professor Bradley has a long and distinguished track record of providing insightful and 

thorough analysis on a broad array of costing and other postal issues. As indicated above, 

PostCom recommends the adoption of the Bradley analysis as it represents a necessary and 

significant step forward for SPR costing. Yet, while an updated model will improve the accuracy 

and reliability of the Postal Service’s cost estimates, the regression equations developed from the 



4 

SPR analysis are likely to have limited practical use – if any – within the Postal Service other 

than to satisfy regulatory requirements. 

This represents a lost opportunity. As PostCom has commented in this and other ACR 

proceedings, the Postal Service should make better use of product cost information to understand 

the impact of operational changes – especially with regard to flats products – to protect 

commercial mailers from low productivity and persistently bad service performance. As the 

Postal Service updates its costing practices and analyses, it would do well to endeavor to produce 

outputs that have greater practical utility. The Postal Service has taken significant steps in this 

direction with regard to reporting on service performance, and it is increasingly reliant on 

passively collected mailpiece data to drive operational decisions. City carriers are equipped with 

connected scanning devices that allow impressive tracking of employee activity. Moreover, most 

of the letters, flats, and packages delivered by the Postal Service bear a barcode containing rich 

information about each piece that is delivered. Rather than continuing to treat product costing as 

a largely academic enterprise, the Postal Service should strive to improve its ability to directly 

measure costs in a more timely and comprehensive manner than is done today. 

Respectfully submitted, 

/s/ Matthew D. Field
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