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The Commission may be surprised to be hearing from American Business Media on the subject of rates for Standard flats, based upon American Business Media’s long history of a unique focus on Periodicals rates.  American Business Media is at least as surprised to be addressing the subject.

But address it we must, as provided for in Order No. 13 (April 27, 2007), because the rates assigned by the Recommended Decision to Standard Regular flats, and returned for reconsideration, will for a good many ABM members exacerbate the punishing increase in Periodicals rates that the Commission recommended and the Governors of the Postal Service accepted.  Moreover, they will stifle the development of new Periodicals by increasing to prohibitive levels the mailing costs of fledgling publications that have not yet reached the magic “50% paid or request” threshold that must be crossed before the granting of a Periodicals permit and the payment of the Periodicals rates.

Many business publications, and for that matter many consumer titles, are mailed at Standard rates for a variety of reasons, very frequently because they are so small—or the publishing company is so small--that the historically typical mailing cost differential between Periodicals and Standard mail was worth it to the publisher in exchange for not having to jump through the Periodicals hoops and comply with the litany of Periodicals regulations.
  Pretty much anything goes in Standard mail.  Others mail at Standard rates because the Postal Service disapproves of the manner in which they have obtained their requester list, or because the Postal Service believes that the mention of a “sponsor” of the publication renders it unfit for the Periodicals class or for other valid reasons.  

The purpose of the previous paragraph is not to critique the Postal Service’s often zealous protection of the Periodicals class but to explain both that and why a substantial number of fine publications filled with high-quality editorial content and even mailed to those that have either paid for or requested the publication might have chosen to mail at the Standard Regular rates.  Few if any would qualify for ECR rates. 

In addition to the established publications mailed at Standard rates, those rates are applied to all publications that are mailed during the period of time in which they build their “paid or request” level to the 50% threshold.  For as long as anyone cares to remember, among the most difficult qualifications for Periodicals status has been that 50% of the total distribution—by any means—must be to those who have “paid for or requested” the publication.  While entities can and do quibble around the edges of this requirement and how it is applied, all concerned agree that it is necessary to protect the integrity of the class and, along with it, the acceptability of the (relatively and formerly) low rates for Periodicals.  

It is difficult to advertise the availability of a new publication abstractly and induce people to pay for or specifically request it (and, as is almost always the case for requester publications, provide a good deal of personal/professional information).  Potential subscribers and requesters need to see it, to read it, to hold it in their hands.  Thus, the primary means of obtaining requests or payment is to distribute the publication, which means paying the Standard flat rates.  And it means paying those rates for some time, as the requests and the payments begin to arrive, until the moment when half of the distribution is those who have done so.  Only then can the publication apply for a Periodicals authorization, and even then it must continue to pay the Standard rate until the application is accepted and approved, albeit subject to refund to the qualifying date if the Postal Service’s audit reveals no disqualifying features.  


The absence of record evidence on the effect of a 30% or 40% increase on the rates paid by startup or existing publications, an absence explained by the fact that the Commission had never before recommended Standard rates so much higher than those requested, should not preclude Commission consideration of the impact of the recommended rates on editorial-rich startup and existing publications that in all respects
 look and feel like Periodicals.  ECSI value does not stop at the dividing line between Periodicals and the Regular subclass of Standard mail.      
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� For example, according to the Domestic Mail Manual, an “unbound” Periodical may carry a freestanding advertising insert without rate penalty, but a “bound” Periodical may not.  Now for the fun part.  A publication with one staple is considered to be “unbound,” but the addition of a second staple renders the publication “bound.”  Not having to deal with such esoteria is worth modest extra postage for many publishers.  
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