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Background:
In 2006, Congress passed the Postal Accountability and Enhancement Act (PAEA) that set an inflation-based price cap on postal rates and required the US Postal Service to aggressively prepay its retiree health benefits. It weakened the ability of Postal Regulatory Commission to adjust rates, while it strengthened PRC in some other areas. It also let USPS increasingly engage in competitive, unregulated services such as package delivery with contract rates.  
Because of the prepayment requirement, USPS began to bleed red ink. The $5.5 billion annual retiree health funding crippled its budget. The price cap kept it from fully passing costs on to mailers. Then the recession hit mail volumes hard. But USPS costs did not fall as fast as revenue. USPS began to trim services, close mail processing plants and post offices to attempt to control costs, while relocating mail processing to congested urban areas.  It also changed its service standards to add an additional day to consumer expectations. Once, a substantial portion of the country got overnight First-Class mail service; in 2015, less than 20% have an overnight option for a letter. In rural areas, service has been even worse. Streams of complaints about slow service have come to the attention of Congress. 
Under PAEA, USPS has to regularly report on its success in achieving on-time delivery. But the reports are broad and generalized across geographic areas. They do not measure rural mail delivery. 

In 2016, USPS may proceed to close more than 50 additional mail processing plants. The closures were intended for 2014-15 but were put on hold by the Postmaster General to see whether a Congressional postal reform bill could be passed. 
Postal rate setting has become a matter of controversy. In 2017, the Postal Regulatory Commission is mandated to consider whether the inflation-based price cap on postage rates has been working. It also considered and granted, in 2014, an “exigent” rate increase of 4.3% above the usual inflationary increase to help make USPS whole from Great Recession losses. After much litigation, the PRC has ordered USPS to stop collecting that additional 4.3% in April, 2016—reasoning that the recession losses will have been recouped. Whether USPS has to roll back rates is now also a matter before Congress.

Congress has been trying since 2009 to develop a new postal law. In each Congress, the efforts have failed to win approval. In the 114th Congress, Sen. Thomas Carper, D-DE, has introduced S. 2051, the “iPOST” act, that attempts to find the sweet spot of provisions previously agreed to by stakeholders in earlier Congresses.  NNA supports S. 2051, but recognizes more work is needed before a bill is ready to pass. One provision in iPOST that NNA particularly endorses—and helped to design—requires USPS to separately measure rural mail service.
Legislative Action:
Legislation must be passed by April to avoid more plant closings and worsening service.  USPS needs financial relief to stay out of the red, and such relief is achievable through changes in employee benefit plans that the USPS unions support.  
NNA seeks a streamlined postal bill 

Service has to be the top priority of USPS.  Slowing the mail is a recipe for continued decline, even though very large mailers can often avoid the impact of slower mail processing and transportation by using private services, and so may be less concerned about the effects on the rest of the nation. 
  Rural areas need a healthy USPS network. By requiring measurement of rural mail service, Congress will help USPS and the PRC to pinpoint areas where the past few years of mail processing changes have left rural areas worse off. Corrections by USPS management could repair those areas without adding substantial cost, as USPS has done with some newspaper delivery by adding “service hubs” in some areas where postal plants have closed. These allow newspapers to prepare mail to go directly from post office to post office so needless and costly transportation and processing delays can be avoided. 

USPS maintains a federally-created monopoly and is a powerful federal agency. While it must operate efficiently, Congress must recognize its obligations to keep the service intact for the entire country, not just urban areas.  Certain changes in employee benefits—such as allowing postal employees to take advantage of already-funded Medicare benefits rather than drawing from USPS-specific benefit accounts—can give USPS the liquidity it needs. 

NNA has a traditionally strong partnership with USPS. We are successors to the earliest users of the mail. We know that newspapers in the mailbox are important to readers. Newspapers enhance the value of the mailbox. NNA seeks support of Congress in maintaining a viable Postal Service.   
For further information, contact Tonda F. Rush, NNA CEO and General Counsel, tonda@nna.org.   
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