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I.
Introduction

The Postal Service’s request for an advisory opinion on its proposed plan for five-day service implicates two different and largely independent postal services: carrier delivery of mail, and collection and processing of outgoing mail.  Media discussion of the plan has largely commingled the two services, describing them as “delivery,”
 thus focusing the public and other commentators on the delivery component of the Postal Service’s plan and minimizing discussion of the other component, collection and processing of outgoing mail.  Even Oregon Secretary of State Kate Brown used the term “delivery” when she testified about possible problems that the Postal Service’s plan would cause for her state’s vote-by-mail elections, when in fact she was at least as concerned about the proposed plan to eliminate Saturday collections and mail processing as she was about eliminating Saturday delivery.  DFC/PR-T1-4.

The Postal Service admits that delivery costs comprise 75 to 85 percent of the costs of Saturday service.  If the Postal Service stopped carrier delivery on Saturdays but continued to collect and process outgoing mail, the agency still would save 75 to 85 percent of Saturday operating costs.

Section 403(a) requires the Postal Service to provide adequate and efficient postal services.  39 U.S.C. § 403(a).  In this proceeding, the Postal Service has failed to meet its burden to prove that the agency would comply with section 403(a) if it eliminated collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  Due to the high value and relatively low cost of Saturday collections and mail processing, eliminating this service would not be efficient.  

In addition, the Postal Service’s plan to eliminate Saturday collections and mail processing may not comply with section 403(b), which requires the Postal Service to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  39 U.S.C. § 403(b).  In some rural communities, the final dispatch time on Friday is in the morning or early afternoon.  The Postal Service’s plan would delay some of Friday’s mail until Monday.

Therefore, the Commission should recommend that the Postal Service abandon this plan or return to the Commission with another request for an advisory opinion accompanied by reliable evidence describing the public’s need for Saturday collections and mail processing.

For many customers, the Postal Service’s proposal to cease carrier delivery but to continue to deliver mail to post-office boxes on Saturdays would, in general, be a reasonable compromise.  This plan would allow the agency to save money while still providing an opportunity for customers who need Saturday delivery to opt in for the service by choosing to pay a little more for it.  However, the current record does not adequately describe the needs of customers in rural America and customers who are not mobile or healthy and who rely on postal delivery of essential products such as prescription medications.  Section 403(b) requires the Postal Service to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  Therefore, the Commission should recommend that the Postal Service collect more evidence on the needs of all categories of customers and return to the Commission with another request for an advisory opinion accompanied by reliable evidence of the public’s need for Saturday carrier delivery. 

II.
Framework for Evaluating the Postal Service’s Proposal

A.
Introduction

The United States’ postal system did not grow into one of the largest and best postal systems in the world by providing minimal, or merely adequate, service.  Six-day service is a hallmark of the American postal system.  Mail travels on Saturdays and Sundays, so a First-Class letter mailed on Friday from New York to San Francisco — a city pair for which the service standard is three days — will be delivered on Monday.  A similar letter mailed on Saturday will be delivered on Tuesday.  Six-day service sets the Postal Service apart from private delivery companies, which typically do not collect outgoing shipments on Saturdays, deliver mail on Saturdays without a high additional fee, or count weekends in calculating travel and delivery times.  

The United States’ postal system is great because it provides more service than each mailer minimally needs for each letter mailed or received.  When customers do need the current high level of service — and everybody does at some point — the service is there.  For example, perhaps many customers could wait from Saturday to Monday to mail or receive a letter.  Nonetheless, a high value exists in having Saturday service available, at a low price, when the customer needs it.  Examples include collection service for the bill payment or business paper the customer could not mail, or forgot to mail, on Friday, or Saturday delivery of a new credit card that the customer needs before leaving the country on Sunday.    

Six-day service is part of American infrastructure and contributes to our high standard of living.  People can drive on bumpy roads or smooth roads, but smooth roads contribute to a higher quality of life than rough roads.  If the Postal Service eliminated collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays, some voters’ mail ballots in Oregon and other states would not arrive on time and would not be counted.  These voters arguably should have mailed their ballots sooner and, in most cases, probably could have.  Democracy would continue, but it would be a little less good than it is now.  Police, fire, and emergency services are another example.  Most customers rarely use them, but a high value exists in paying for and maintaining these services for the occasions when we need them.  Saturday service should not be eliminated just because doing so would save some money.  Our postal system is at a pivotal point.  If the Postal Service eliminates Saturday service, Saturday service will not return.  The Commission owes Americans a critical and objective examination of the Postal Service’s proposal.  This examination should consider the needs of customers as well as the costs and benefits of eliminating services.

B.
Adequate and Efficient Postal Services

Some service adjustments, such as the plan for five-day service under review in this docket and the changes in First-Class Mail service standards that the Commission reviewed in Docket Nos. C2001-3 and N89-1, pose challenges for the Commission and participants because the proposals require evaluation of the needs of customers.  The needs of customers are difficult to assess because everyday needs often are different from occasionally urgent needs.

Two statutes guide the evaluation.  Section 403(a) requires the Postal Service to provide adequate and efficient postal services.  Section 403(b) requires the Postal Service to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  

Evaluating a change in a service, such as сeasing carrier delivery of mail on Saturdays, eliminating collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays, or adding a day to delivery standards, requires the Commission to determine whether the Postal Service would continue to provide adequate and efficient postal services if it implemented the change in service.  The problem is, customers’ needs vary.  Customers often could wait another day or two for a bill or piece of advertising mail to be delivered.  Other mail, however, is urgent.  Customers may say that they do not need a high level of service until the day when they do.

Evaluating adequacy of service also is difficult because customers will adjust if forced to do so.  For example, if the Postal Service stopped collecting and processing outgoing mail on Saturdays, in many cases, customers could send their mail on Friday or Monday (or Tuesday, if Monday were a holiday).  If the Postal Service stopped carrier delivery on Saturdays, senders who wanted mail delivered before the weekend often could send their mail one day earlier or use an alternate delivery or communication service.  Recipients who needed mail by Saturday could try to initiate shipment of the item one day earlier.

Despite flaws described in section III.A., infra, the market research that the Postal Service provided in its direct case suggests that a majority of Americans could adapt to five-day carrier delivery and mail collection and processing.  This finding is not surprising.  If a government agency ceases to provide a service, customers will have no choice but to adapt.  Confronted with a problem, most people will adapt.  In addition, many Americans have alternatives to the mail for communications, including telephone, fax, e-mail, and Internet.  However, just because customers can adapt does not mean that the Postal Service can legally reduce service.  The ability of customers to adapt to a forced change is a meaningless test.

Even if the Postal Service’s market research accurately reflects the needs of Americans for Saturday service, this market research does not necessarily indicate that the Postal Service would meet its statutory obligations if it reduced service.  For Saturday collection and mail processing, even if many customers say they do not need this service, the Commission should weigh the costs and benefits of eliminating this service.  The concept of efficiency requires a balancing of costs and benefits.  Eliminating a high-value service — a service that sets the Postal Service apart from private delivery companies and contributes to our country’s high standard of living — to save a relatively small amount of money would not promote efficiency.  To the contrary, customers would be left with significantly degraded service for a small monetary savings — an inefficient result.

C. Different Categories of Mail Users

Section 403(b) requires the Postal Service to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  Rural customers and customers who are not mobile or healthy and who rely on the mail for delivery of essential products, such as prescription medications, are categories of mail users whose needs the Postal Service must meet.

D. Expeditious Collection, Transportation, and Delivery

Section 101(d) requires the Postal Service to give “the highest considera​tion to the requirement for the most expeditious collection, transportation, and delivery of important letter mail.”
III.
Collection and Processing of Outgoing Mail

A.
Customers’ Needs


Carrier delivery and the collection and processing of outgoing mail are two largely independent services.  The first service delivers mail to its final destina​tion, and the latter service collects, processes, and dispatches originating mail.  The Postal Service acknowledged that it could continue to collect and process outgoing mail on Saturdays and still save 75 to 85 percent of the $3.3 billion in costs that the agency hopes to save with the five-day service plan that it proposes in this docket.  DFC/USPS-T2-3.


Collection and processing of outgoing mail is a very different service for customers than carrier delivery.   Delivery is a fairly passive activity.  Whether a customer will receive a particular piece of mail on Saturday depends on whether a person or business, potentially far away, packaged and mailed the item by a class of mail to cause delivery on Saturday and whether the Postal Service in fact met its service standard to deliver the item on Saturday.  By and large, most customers have little control over the mail that is delivered on a particular day of the week.  Therefore, one would not necessarily expect customers to say that Saturday delivery in particular is essential.


In contrast, when customers mail letters, their actions indicate that they affirmatively need the service.  Of the two Saturday services, collection and processing of outgoing mail — the cheaper service to provide — may be more valuable to customers than carrier delivery.

Saturday collection volume includes mail that customers generate on Saturday.  However, it also includes mail from Friday that customers, for a variety of reasons, were not able to deposit for collection on Friday.  As the Postal Service removes collection boxes, customers may rely increasingly on their letter carrier to pick up their outgoing mail.  If the carrier arrives at 11 AM, mail that customers generate on Friday afternoon currently would be collected on Saturday unless the customer took the mail to a post office or a collection box with an afternoon collection.  In addition, for a variety of reasons unrelated to providing customers with excellent service, collection times have been moving to earlier hours.  For the typical collection box in a business area, the Friday collection is well before 5 PM.  Even customers who use collection boxes may currently be using Saturday collections for their Friday-afternoon mail.  Some post offices, in both urban and rural areas, offer retail window service past the dispatch time of the final dispatch truck.  In fact, in some rural areas, the Friday dispatch occurs in the morning or early afternoon.  Mail tendered at these facilities after the dispatch time on Fridays currently is processed on Saturdays.  In some locations, mail that carriers collect on their routes on Fridays currently is dispatched on Saturdays because the dispatch truck departs before the carriers return from their routes.  In all these cases, under the Postal Service’s proposal, this mail would not be processed until Monday unless customers significantly changed their mailing behavior.  The Commission cannot reasonably assume that all these customers would be satisfied if their Friday mail sat unprocessed until Monday. 

The Postal Service has not answered the general question of whether customers support eliminating collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  However, the Postal Service is not asking the Commission or customers to consider a general question.  The Postal Service wants customers to give up collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays even though eliminating this service would save only 15 to 25 percent of Saturday operating costs.  The Postal Service did not present this choice to customers and solicit feedback.  Nevertheless, when I asked witness Pulcrano why the Postal Service did not propose to maintain collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays, he asserted that customers “generally expressed willingness to adjust their mailing behavior in order to ensure the financial stability of the Postal Service.”  DFC/USPS-T1-1.  In fact, in soliciting these responses, the Postal Service did not disclose to respondents that eliminating this service would save a relatively small amount of money.  
The Postal Service also did not show that customers would prefer to lose Saturday collections and mail processing entirely instead of possibly paying a very small increase in rates to support it.  The Postal Service did not ask questions designed to determine the value that customers place on collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  Instead, the Postal Service asked customers to compare their preference for the five-day service plan, as a nonseverable package, with a “significant” price increase.  USPS-T-8, Appendix A, page 77.  Market research will produce different results depending on how the questions are asked.  The Postal Service asked questions designed to elicit support for its plan, not to learn from customers.
The Postal Service also did not ask customers specifically about their need for collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  The only comments from research subjects on their need for Saturday collections and mail processing came from just nine focus-group participants.  DFC/USPS-T9-1 and 3.
  A review of these comments will confirm that many do not provide the level of thought, sophistication, or reflection on which the Commission should rely to gauge nationwide — urban and rural — public opinion about the Postal Service’s plan.

In addition, the information gleaned from focus groups is fundamentally unreliable because the Postal Service underestimated the delays that elimination of Saturday service would cause.  The Postal Service informed focus-group participants that “[e]limination of Saturday collection, processing and delivery will generally add a day to the delivery of mail that is currently collected and processed or scheduled to be delivered on Saturday.”  USPS-T-8, Appendix D, page 84.  In reality, eliminating Saturday delivery would add two days to delivery of mail (three days if Monday were a holiday).  Eliminating Saturday delivery would never add only one day to delivery.  For collection and processing of outgoing mail, eliminating Saturday collections and mail processing would add one day to delivery of mail for which the service standard were one day and two days to delivery of mail for which the service standard were two days or more.  The suggestion that the service change could “generally add a day to the delivery of mail” was deceptive and misleading and probably introduced bias.

The Postal Service’s market research primarily leaves one with the perception that customers would adapt to the elimination of collection and processing of outgoing mail.  This finding is not surprising.  Given no choice, people will adapt.  However, the public’s ability to adapt is the wrong test, and it does not justify the service reduction.

B.
Maintaining Saturday Collections

Collection mail volume consists of mail that customers deposit in blue collection boxes and post office lobbies, mail that customers tender to retail window clerks at post offices, and mail that carriers collect from homes and businesses on their routes.  


The Postal Service could eliminate Saturday carrier delivery and still preserve collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  Most collection boxes have a Saturday collection time.  With some adjustments to ensure that customers had reasonable access to Saturday collection service, the Postal Service could assign employees to collect mail from boxes on Saturdays and maintain some form of the existing transportation to carry this mail to the processing plant.  Witness Pulcrano testified that carriers collect mail from over 75 percent of “collection points” during their regular rounds, DFC/USPS-T1-6, although in larger cities the Postal Service typically uses dedicated, motorized collection routes to collect mail from blue collection boxes.  Dedicated collection routes would become the norm in an environment without Saturday carrier delivery.  For further efficiency in suburban and rural areas, Saturday collection routes could span multiple cities.  The Postal Service already proposes to accept Express Mail on Saturdays, and some form of transportation to the processing plant will be required for this mail.  


When asked to explain why the Postal Service did not propose to maintain collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays, witness Pulcrano offered only two reasons.  First, witness Pulcrano asserted that customers would be willing to adjust their mailing behavior to ensure the financial stability of the Postal Service.  DFC/USPS-T1-1.  As I explained in section III.A., supra, the Postal Service failed to disclose to customers that eliminating collection and processing of outgoing mail would not, in fact, save much money.  Witness Pulcrano’s second reason was even weaker than the first: Letter carriers, who currently collect mail from many collection boxes, would not be working on Saturdays.  Id.  As any employer knows, employees would be working on Saturdays if the Postal Service scheduled them to work on Saturdays.


The Postal Service already employs an area mail-processing plan on Saturdays to consolidate outgoing mail-processing operations.  Under this plan, some plants that process outgoing mail on weekdays forward mail from the post offices in their service area to another plant for processing on Saturdays.  For example, on Saturdays, mail from the Springfield MA P&DC, Southern CT P&DC, and Stamford CT P&DC is processed at the Hartford CT P&DC.  DFC/USPS-T4-7.  If the Postal Service stopped carrier delivery on Saturdays but continued to collect and process outgoing mail, collection volume surely would decline because carriers would not be collecting outgoing mail on their routes.  The record does not show which proportion of collection volume the mail that carriers collect on their routes comprises, so the decline in volume is difficult to estimate.  Nonetheless, the Postal Service likely could find additional savings in Saturday processing plant operations by further consolidating Saturday outgoing mail processing operations.  With volume declines, plants would have additional capacity to process mail from other plants.  Also, with less mail to process, plants located farther apart could be considered for consolidation since the receiving plant could tolerate later arrival times for the mail.  The Saturday consolidation from Chatta​nooga to Nashville saves approximately $257,806 per year, so opportunities for significant additional savings exist.  DFC/USPS-T4-14.


Much like the Postal Service’s proposal to continue delivering mail to post-office boxes, continuing collection and processing of outgoing mail would allow customers to opt in for Saturday collection service by locating a collection box or post office to deposit their mail for collection.  They would no longer enjoy the convenience of leaving mail for their letter carrier, but at least they would have the option to obtain Saturday service by visiting a collection box.


C.
Statutory Requirements


The central question is whether the Postal Service would comply with the section 403(a) requirement to provide adequate and efficient postal services if it eliminated collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.  The Postal Service did not specifically explore the needs of customers for Saturday collection and mail processing and gather comments and other evaluative information from a reliable cross-section of customers.  The Postal Service also did not inform customers that collection and processing of outgoing mail comprise only 15 to 25 percent of Saturday operating costs and then ask customers whether, with this knowledge, they would still support the elimination of this service.  

The statutory concept of efficiency requires a balancing of costs and benefits.  Eliminating a high-value service to save a relatively small amount of money would not promote efficiency.  To the contrary, customers would be left with significantly degraded service for a small monetary savings — an inefficient result.  The current record does not support a conclusion that the public favors elimination of collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays, nor does the record indicate that the Postal Service would uphold its statutory requirement to provide adequate and efficient postal services if it eliminated collection and processing of outgoing mail on Saturdays.
Also, for rural communities where the final dispatch time on Fridays is in the morning or early afternoon, the Postal Service’s plan to delay these customers’ outgoing mail until Monday probably would not comply with the section 403(b) requirement to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  Rural customers clearly are a category of mail user within the meaning of section 403(b).
In addition, maintaining Saturday collections and mail processing would support the requirement in section 101(e) to give highest consideration to the most expeditious collection and delivery of important letter mail.  In other words, maintaining Saturday collections, a relatively low-cost service, would ensure both expeditious collection and expeditious delivery of important letter mail because the mail would be delivered one to two days earlier than if it sat uncollected until Monday.
Therefore, the Commission should recommend that the Postal Service abandon this plan due to minimal cost savings or return to the Commission for another advisory opinion accompanied by reliable evidence describing the public’s need for this service.

IV.
Carrier Delivery

The Postal Service’s proposal to cease carrier delivery on Saturdays but to continue to deliver mail to post-office boxes is, in general, a reasonable compromise for many customers.  However, the record may not adequately describe the needs of customers in rural America and customers who are not mobile or healthy and who rely on postal delivery of essential products such as prescription medications.  Section 403(b) requires the Postal Service to provide “types of mail service to meet the needs of different categories of mail and mail users[.]”  Therefore, the Commission should recommend that the Postal Service collect more evidence on the needs of all categories of customers and return to the Commission for another advisory opinion accompanied by reliable evidence of the public’s need for Saturday carrier delivery.








Respectfully submitted,

Dated:  October 15, 2010



DOUGLAS F. CARLSON

�	See, e.g., http://articles.cnn.com/2010-03-29/us/postal.service_1_postal-service-swift-completion-snow-nor-rain?_s=PM:US; http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/�article/2010/03/02/AR2010030200912.html; http://www.csmonitor.com/Commentary/the-monitors-view/2010/0302/US-Postal-Service-no-more-Saturday-delivery; http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/�35661462/


� 	Although these interrogatory responses were not designated for inclusion in the evidentiary record, the comments contained therein on which I rely now are contained in the Postal Service’s direct case as cited in the interrogatory responses.
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