Assessment of Agency Plans in Regard to the Initiative

Of the 14 agencies interviewed, only one, DoE, has fully converted to commercial payments. Two had partially moved from OMAS (USDA and VA), and would be requesting deviations for those areas still under OMAS. Two agencies had begun conversion (Interior and Railroad Retirement Board), and would need additional time to complete the process. The 9 remaining agencies indicated that they would be requesting deviations. Education has submitted a deviation request for additional time to complete conversion. Because the mail managers were still discussing alternatives with their agencies, it is not clear what form the deviation requests will take for Justice, Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, GSA and the Peace Corps. Permanent deviation requests can be expected from Labor, State, Treasury and Social Security.

The most significant reasons for requesting deviations had to do with existing chargeback systems. Certain agencies have invested in programming to analyze the OMAS data and create reports. Some large agencies have developed print and mail processes around OMAS, and changes could cause other mail (non-postage) expense. 

The agencies that have begun conversions have run into few difficulties. Some have capitalized on the conversion program to upgrade their metering equipment. One agency was able to actually reduce expenses by switching vendors. Also, agencies have worked with the meter vendors to create reports from the commercial accounting systems that meet or exceed the level of detail provided by OMAS.

A notable challenge facing these agencies has been the establishment of permits at each location. Not all post offices are connected to the USPS Centralized Account Processing Postage System (CAPS) system, so individual accounts need to be set up in those areas. Also, some agencies are discovering that they have more meters than originally thought. 

For the agencies requesting deviations, most had not prepared to convert to commercial accounts. Some knew of the exceptions agreement with Treasury, and considered themselves covered by that agreement. Others were still waiting for formal guidance from GSA and Treasury.

Critique

The agencies that have started conversion have not run into any insurmountable problems. Interestingly, there are agency mail managers who disagree with this policy, but they are still being successful with the conversion. While some of these agencies will not meet the December 31, 2003 deadline, they have solid plans in place and should be converted by the end of 2004.

The agencies that do not plan to leave the OMAS system were awaiting guidance on the deviation procedures. Due to the size of the agencies, their deviation requests will not be completed by the deadline of November 7, 2003.

The agencies that have not begun conversion planning stated that they were holding off in anticipation of GSA and Treasury guidance. As noted earlier, this is a legitimate complaint. However, as other agencies have begun the process without guidance, all agencies should have at least started the planning process.

It also appears that a number of agencies were waiting for GSA to address their specific concerns before proceeding. Their concerns are valid but should not have stopped the planning process. These concerns have been grouped into common themes and are addressed below. 

The GSA has no legal authority to publish this regulation.

GSA's legal department has concluded that this regulation clearly falls within the auspices of its charter. The claims that this regulation is in violation of Title 39 of the U.S. Code are incorrect. Title 39 governs only what the USPS can and cannot do, not what GSA may do.

Agencies do not understand the push for conversion at this time. What is the rush?

There is no rush to conversion. The interim rule was published in June, 2002 and allowed agencies 16 months to plan for conversion. Despite improvements by the USPS, OMAS remains a fundamentally flawed program with reconciliation taking place after the fiscal year ends. 

GSA should have started with one agency and gone through the process step-by-step.

Other agencies have completed the conversion process and have shared their experiences. DoE and VHA have made themselves available to all agencies to explain the systems and procedures that they have developed. While each agency's situation is unique, all can benefit from the lessons learned from these agencies.

No one has given the agencies instructions.

Briefings on converting to commercial payments were given at least three times since the interim rule was published in 2002. These briefings did not include the detailed steps provided in later guidance, but did have enough information for initial planning.

Do we know how much it will cost to convert?

The greatest costs for agencies will come in the form of mailing machine updates and constructing a system to support commercial payments. The average cost to update a mailing machine with a new meter is about $100 (Note: The meter is the part of the mailing machine that stores and dispenses postage). For smaller agencies with few mailing machines, this will be a minimal expense. Some agencies have taken this opportunity to upgrade their mailing machines, installed with commercial meters at no additional cost.

For larger agencies, this will be a significant expense. One agency reported having 8,000 meters, making this an $800,000 project. If agencies had not budgeted for this after the publication of the interim rule, implementation may have to be delayed until funds are available in the next fiscal year.

The cost associated with setting up an entire new accounting system is difficult to calculate. Agencies should work with finance/comptroller departments to set up automatic electronic funds transfers (EFTs) to the meter vendors and the USPS. This procedure will ensure that there is sufficient postage available at all times. As managers gain experience with commercial payments, the EFT amounts can be adjusted to minimize dollars leaving the agency.

Agency regulations prohibit using credit cards for postage.

Under OMAS, it was wise for agencies to prohibit the use of credit cards for postage. With a commercial payment system, credit and debit cards will be invaluable tools for smaller locations and remote individuals. Mail managers should work with the appropriate staff in their agency to rewrite these internal regulations.

Why can't OMAS accept advance payments?

An interagency team with representatives from GSA, Treasury and the USPS studied this problem for a full year. The team concluded that it was not feasible to create another system that would provide the same accountability as commercial payments.

The only problem with OMAS is that Tom Dale (USPS-OMAS) may retire.

This concern is echoed in the comment "Tom Dale is always willing to do the research to resolve issues." Having been with OMAS since its inception, Tom is truly the expert and is genuinely respected by the agency mail managers. A few agencies have become over-reliant on Tom Dale and his expertise. Conversion to commercial payments will force more agencies to take added responsibility for their postage accounting.

Change is impossible due to the culture of my agency.

Change is always possible. It may be more difficult for some agencies, but it is always possible. Mail managers must become agents of change in their organizations. Managers need to work with agency leadership for backing, and ask for public support of the Initiative.

This approach will not work unless the mail manager actually believes they will be successful. Starting from the position that the Initiative will fail guarantees a self-fulfilling prophecy. Commercial payment systems and direct accountability work in thousands of companies where political challenges and management "turf battles" are regular occurrences.

Agencies have more important priorities than counting postage.

In FY2003, the federal government spent over $1 billion on postage. For the most part, that expense was incurred one letter at a time, in cost increments of pennies. By analyzing data at the finest levels, the government should be able to uncover additional savings. 

Large commercial mailers are now breaking down expenses to the hundredth of a cent in attempts to glean additional savings and maximize profit. Similarly, agencies need to aggressively monitor postage expenses to free up federal dollars for critical functions. Also, since the anthrax attacks of 2001, agencies are spending significantly more money to enhance the security of their mail centers.

