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Comments of Mary Rouvelas

Vice President, Alliance of Nonprofit Mailers

To the Presidential Commission on the Postal Service
February 20, 2003
The Alliance of Nonprofit Mailers and the hundreds of charities we represent thank the Commission for its work to provide a vision for the future of the Postal Service.  Nonprofit mailers rely on preferred rate mail to help deliver their missions.  My own organization, the American Cancer Society, uses direct mail to serve a number of important needs, from delivering information on life-saving therapies and cancer prevention to raising funds for cancer research and patient support programs.  For much of this work, there simply is no substitute for the US mail.  In particular, the American Cancer Society and other Alliance members need the mail to communicate with less affluent communities that do not have access to the Internet or other media.

The Alliance submitted comments on February 12 dealing with a broad range of issues including universal mail delivery, the postal monopoly, the deferred liability crisis, controlling costs, adjustments in service, competition with the private sector, and USPS governance and oversight.  My remarks today focus on the process of setting postal rates from the perspective of the customer.  

The life of a rate case is nasty, brutish, and long.  As you have heard before, the process of changing postal rates can take as long as 18 months.  The Postal Service complains bitterly about the length of time it takes.  What you may not have heard is that the Postal Service shoulders much of the blame for this delay.  Although we strongly commend current Postal Service management efforts and the Transformation Plan, we feel that too often the data submitted in rate cases by the Postal Service is inadequate, and requires a constant and adversarial process by intervenors to begin to reflect the truth.  As anyone who has been involved in litigation can attest, the process of discovery has tremendous transaction costs – and discovery in postal rate cases is no exception.  In the context of a public entity created to serve citizens, it doesn’t need to be this way.

In order to remedy this problem, we have two specific recommendations.  First, require transparency of Postal Service finances.  Much of what is discovered during rate cases are numbers – how the Postal Service has assigned attributable costs on something.  Disagreements between the PRC and the Postal Service over accounting methods create added confusion and complication that extend the rate setting calendar as well.  The Postal Service should be required – like any publicly traded company in the United States – to make quarterly statements that address its financial condition, with statements about earnings and losses.  These simple disclosures, which would mimic those provided by thousands of US companies, would save months of red tape; by helping to ensure that all parties begin the process with an identical understanding of the financial position of the Postal Service.  

Second, provide the PRC with subpoena power over Postal Service submissions to enable it to complete factual records in all proceedings.  The PRC is tasked with being an independent body that prevents the Postal Service from acting as an unfettered monopoly.  We support this continued function, and believe that subpoena power would strengthen the PRC’s ability to do its job expeditiously.  The PRC should have strict oversight to ensure fairness to all mailers.  Although from time to time our coalition has not agreed with the final recommendations of the PRC, we would rather place our trust in an independent body than a monopoly left to its own devices.

Finally, I would like to add a brief appeal to this Commission on the problem of deferred liability.  The Commission can do a great service to the national mail delivery network by recommending immediate legislative change in the CSRS funding schedule.  Problems with the current funding mechanism for the Civil Service Retirement System, or CSRS, have required aggressive funding that requires enormous overpayment by the Postal Service.  This overpayment is sure to be reflected in price.  A revised CSRS payment schedule would give an enormous boost to the health and vitality of the national mail delivery network, and allow mailers and the Postal Service to enact long-term reforms in a more deliberate fashion.  Without reform, the specter of a contentious postal rate case in 2003 or increased postal rates in 2004 can plague an already ailing economy.  With reform, the Postal Service can still meet, and even exceed, required obligations in a timely fashion, and extend the current postal rate increase cycle until 2006.

The Alliance and its members look forward to working with this Commission during its tenure, as well as with the Postal Service, PRC and other mailers during the process of postal reform.  
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