LEGILATIVE UPDATE

The National League of Postmastersis The Education Organization. That
education must include Legidative awareness. The purpose of this weekly
column isto bring that awareness to all our members on a diversity of topics.
A Waco Texas Tribune-Herald staff writer recently provided a poignant
description (below) of the value of a small town Post Office. Like this article
details, I’ m certain just about every Post office could provide examples of how
their employees personally serve their communities. These are the stories that
our Legislators need to hear to keep the relevance of “ service” the major part
of the Postal Service! An informed membership isa more effective
member ship.

“ Support of Small Post Offices come from many sources.”

L osing a longtime presence, like thelocal post officein small, rural towns can
cause a big impact on the entire community.

And now that idea — the shuttering of post officesin small rural stretches of
Central Texas and beyond — isunder discussion again.

While a national commission is examining ways the financially strapped postal
service can oper ate mor e effectively, an opposing group is calling attention to commis-
sion findings, including what it says are discussions about closing some small-town post
offices.

Somejust hope federal officialsdon't rubber-stamp theidea. U.S. Postal Service
communications program specialist Jim Coultress saysthe President’s Commission on
United States Postal Service has made suggestions such as closing post officesto allow
the postal serviceto operate morelike a business.

The nine-member bipartisan commission was established by President Bush last
year to identify the operational, structural and financial challengesfacing the postal
service; examine potential solutions; and recommend legislative and administrative
stepsto ensure thelong-term viability of postal servicein the United Sates.

That all sounds very efficient — and also has small-town Americaworried.

Consumer Alliance for Postal Serviceswasrecently formed asan umbrella group
to represent a number of national groups concer ned about the post office'sfuture, says
CAPS executive director Rick Farrell.
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Farrell sayshalf of the post offices nationwide could close just based on reve-
nue woes. I nstead, he says, community input needsto be a basisfor closure. Farrell saysthe
federal commission, however, wantsto allow post officesto be closed solely on economic
reasons.

" (The small-town post office) may not make much money, but it'sthe only one
around, plusthe convenience factor," Farrell says. " In some small towns, the only reason
people come downtown isto cometo the post office, and that creates business.”

Farrell says several matters must be addressed when shutting post offices, such as
wherethe nearest alter native post officeislocated and the needs of the elderly population.
Decisions also need to be made more on a case-by-case basis and options besides closing
sites should be explored, he says.

"Inrural Texas, maybeit's not appropriate for the mailman to drive six daysa
week," hesays. " Maybe (it's) only three days a week."

Despite atown's size, cutting back post office hoursor closing them outright would devas-
tate many.

"1t would be awful" if the post office closed, Valley Millsresident Kay Barrett says.
"1 don't know what we would do if we didn't have a post office. It would beintolerable."
Barrett hastwo post office boxesfor her businessand ison therural route for mail to be
delivered at her home.,

The closest post officesarein Clifton, 10 milesfrom Valley Mills, and Crawford, nine
miles away.

But besides the hardship of losing a post office, any small Texas town so fated would
find one of its hubs of communication gone.

" A lot of people go to the post office at approximately the sametime," Barrett says.
"It'sa place whereyou're going to run into people when you'rein there. Valley Millsisa
small town, but we're a busy little town."

People chat and find out what's going on in the community when they go to the post
office. In Valley Mills, the post office serves morethan 1,000 area residents, accommodating
a coverage area that edges close to Waco and China Spring, Barrett says.

Bill Bankhead, who retired in 2000 after serving as Valley Mills postmaster for nearly
a decade, said communities need their post offices.

"When you close a small office, you close a distribution of infor mation center," he
said, adding that post offices usually have a bulletin board that includes infor mation such
as employment opportunitiesand how to contact city, county, state and federal representa-
tives.

For Jerry Opperman, it's the personal touch he appreciates at his L eroy post office.
Opperman, administrator at &. Peter's Catholic Center at Baylor University, isa paraple-
gic. He attends Mass at 8 a.m. and can usually pick up hismail after the church service,
which he said is convenient for him while he's out and about.

"When you're a paraplegic, you'rein awheelchair. Those kind of things make a dif-
ference," Opperman said.
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The postal workersin the Leroy office hand him his mail when it'sraining or hether-
wise can't get out of hisvehicle.

Opperman wason arural route served by the EIm Mott post office, but a couple of
year s ago he choseto get a mailbox at the L eroy post office, which isabout a quarter-mile
from his home.

"1 blow my horn and they don't make me get out of my van and (they) bringit to
me," hesaid. " Customer service-wise, you couldn't ask for better people. It'sreally a boon
for me." Barrett usually goesto the post officetwicea day B oncein the morning to pick up
mail, then later in the day to mail items.

The Valley Mills post office has 700 boxes, of which 625 are rented, according to
Theresa Meyers, customer relations coordinator for the Central Texasregion based in
Waco. She said the post office maintainsthreeroutes and eight em- ployees.

Bruceville Postmaster Minnie Vain says 460 people are on one route, and 200 people have
post office boxes.

Like many post officesin rural stretches, the Brucevillefacility hasalong history, its
initial construction coming during the Great Depression in 1933-35. Since then, the build-
ing has expanded several times, says Vain, an 11-year veteran of the Bruceville facility.

"1t hasreally grown since |@e been here" shesaid.

The office employs four peopleD hersdf, postmaster relief, acarrier and carrier re-
lief. All of them stay busy, shesaid. " | don® see Bruceville closing because we do a lot of
business.”

Yet, federal officials could deter mine otherwise. Because of budget constraints, fewer
post offices are being been built, Coultress says. The onesthat have been built in recent
year swere projectsthat werealready in progress.

" A few years ago, the postal service was placed on the endangered list because of
what (the General Accounting Office) saw of our future,” Coultress said. Within the past
couple of years, mail volume has shrunk throughout the state® and not just Central
Texas.

"We®e no longer experiencing mail volume growth," he says. " Now they can handle
what they have with the equipment they have. . . . The situation was a lot different back
then than what it is now."

Organizations banding together to fight closing post officesinclude such seemingly
unrelated groups asthe American Diabetes Association, AFL-CIO, Alliance for Retired
Americans, National Farmers Union, National Committee to Preserve Social Security and
Medicare, and the National Football Players Association.

Farrell says CAPS primarily servesasalobbyist for those people and groupswho are
unlikely to go to Congress themselves and voice concer n about protecting univer sal mail
service. The group hastestified before the commission B which held itslast public hearing
in July B and will testify again before Congress.

" The average citizen isnot going to be calling their congressman about closing their
post office. .. until it actually happens,” Farrell says. " We want to make sure the commu-
nity gets a chanceto keep its post office."




