LEGISLATIVE UPDATE

The National League of Postmastersis The Education Organization.

That education must include Legislative awareness. The purpose of this weekly
column isto bring that awarenessto all our members on a diversity of topics.
While there are many arguments that speak to the value of a small town Post
Office, none can be as persuasive as the “human” factor . Economics may be

the buzz of the world we live in always remember the smallest 10,000 Post
Offices costly less than 1% of the Postal Service's entire budget expense.

Combining this bargain with stories from across the country can leave no doubt

that our Small Town Post Offices are a treasure of Americana. | urge all

Postmasters to educate the public and our Representatives about our American
treasure. Add to the stories below originally published by Auburn University

with your own. An informed membership is a more effective membership.

‘Small Town Post Officesdeliver morethan themail”

Emelle Postmaster Janet Hutcherson bounced 6-month-old Mina Ruth Johnston on the post office counter.
The baby smiled as her father, Bill Johnston, reached over from the other side of the counter and pulled off her
bonnet.

"Take your hat off and stay awhile, little girl," Johnston said to his daughter. The baby cooed as her father and
mother, Kristen Johnston, caught Hutcherson up on the latest news.

They'd just come from the doctor. Another baby is due in October. In small, rura towns like Emelle in Sumter
County, the post office is more than a place to retrieve mail. It's often the heart of the community.

And the postmasters are much more than government empl oyees.

"The main socia function of small town post officesis as a social gathering point," said Conner Bailey, pro-
fessor of rural sociology at Auburn University. "People come to pick up their mail, talk with friends and the
postmaster and exchange information. It's kind of like sitting around the cracker barrel in the country store.”
Dilapidated buildings surround the post office in Emelle, which, between rented post office boxes and the mail

delivery route, serves about 400 families. Aside from City Hall down the street and an old Country Store that
hosts a flea market on weekends, it's the only functioning building in what's considered downtown Emelle.
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A few years ago, an arsonist torched the building, which, like most rural post offices, is owned by private
landowners who |ease the building to the government.

"The postal inspector came that very day the building burned down, and she asked me if I'd be willing to
rebuild it. | told her that | certainly would," said the owner, Dan Campbell, who livesin Livingston but
owns about 400 acres in Emelle. "I didn't hesitate, because we need a post officein that area. It's one way
to help keep asmall town alive."

About 15 miles away in Gainesville, the small brick post office built in 1962 sits across the street from
Rogers and Son Grocery, a country story, and Gainesville City Hall, where elderly residents quilt and
play dominoes. Gainesville has one rural route with 130 mailboxes, and the post office rents 215 post of -
fice boxes.

"It'savital part of thiscommunity,” said Gainesville resident Melanie McLéelland. "It's where everybody
comes to know what's going on. We have to drive so far to the grocery store and with gas prices the way
they are today, we couldn't survive without our post office."

When arsonists set fireto Spring Valey Baptist Church in Gainesville last month, Postmaster Lolita
Smith said the phone rang off the hook all morning with people turning to her for information.

"She'sthefirst to know everything,” said Gainesville resident Margaret McGough.

In Jefferson, asmall town off Alabama Highway 28 about 20 miles south of Demopoalis, the post office,
where about 50 people pick up their mail, shares a wooden building with the Jefferson Country Store.

Together, the post office and the country store make up downtown Jefferson.

"It helps business,” said Jimmy Pope, who owns the Jefferson Country Store. "Y ou're so spread out in a
rural community. With people having to come in and get their mail, it brings them together.”

In Greene County, another small brick post office sits on County Road 20 in Forkland. The post office
rents 186 boxes and delivers mail to 450 mailboxes.

"It'simportant to have alocal post office,” said Forkland Postmaster Willie Davis. "People don't need to
go 15 milesto the post office. They already have to go that far for everything else.”

If the rural post officeisthe heart of its community, it is the postmaster who keeps it pumping.

"We can't do without Lolo and that's the honest to goodness truth,” McLelland said of Smith. "She'sa
jewel over and beyond. She's our lifeline here.”

Smith has been the postmaster in Gainesville since 1979. "When you get ajob in asmall town post office
like this, you keep it, because you get close to everyone,” Smith said.

Many of Gainesville's elderly residents rely on Smith to pay their bills. Almania Burrell, 77, stopped by
the post office Thursday morning, checked her box and handed Smith abill. "She'll get me al fixed up,”
Burrell said. "She takes good care of us." Smith filled out amoney order for Burrell, placed it in the enve-
lope and told Burrell how much she owed.
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Paying bills and completing forms for customersis par for the course at small town post offices. "I used to fill
out alot of applications for birth certificates," said Lucretia Norris, who was the postmaster in Jefferson for 39
years. Davis, who has been the postmaster in Forkland for seven years, said an older man, now dead, used to
come in and ask Davisto pay his billsfor him. He'd open hiswallet and tell her to take what she needed for
the money order. "He said, 'If | can't trust you, then | can't trust anybody,' " Davis said. Hutcherson, who has
served as postmaster in Emelle since 1979, said residents of small towns see postmasters as people they can
turn to for help. "They don't think of me as afederal servant,” Hutcherson said. "They think of me asafriend.”
Davis said people confide in her. They tell her things they might not even tell their family members. "It'slike a
big family,” she said. "In alarger office, you don't have timeto talk to everyone and get to know them."

That's what the postmasters enjoy most about their jobs. "1 just enjoy mixing with the people,” said Joyce Hall,
apostmaster relief worker, who substitutes for postmasters around the region when they need a day off. She
worked for Jefferson Postmaster Patsy Rogers Thursday.

Often, postmasters go beyond the job duties. Davis opened the post office one Christmas morning to get a
package for a customer whose children otherwise wouldn't have had any presents. Smith sometimes weighs
turkeys on the post office scales for hunters. And it's fairly common for most rural postmasters to weigh ba-
bies. "It's such along drive to the doctor, so we just put a blanket on the scale and put the baby on it,” Smith
said. Hutcherson said Mina Ruth has been on the scal e twice since she was born.




