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I.  Overview

The Direct Mail Association Nonprofit Federation ("DMANF") represents a broad cross section of the charitable fund raising community.  The DMANF's more than 300 members consist of nonprofit religious, educational, and charitable organizations and professional fund raising consultants with particular expertise in direct response fund raising.

The nonprofit mailers that make up the DMANF membership are a broad cross section of the more than 200,000 nonprofits that are authorized to mail at the nonprofit rates of postage.  

Together, nonprofit mailers accounted for almost 12 percent of the total mail volume that the Postal Service processed during postal fiscal year 2002.

The DMANF membership consists of very large national organizations whose names are household words; smaller but still good-sized nonprofits with a high level of name rec-ognition nationwide; and medium-sized, small, and local nonprofit organizations, even individual churches and synagogues.

The nonprofit community that the DMANF represents is vital to the well being of this Nation both at this very moment and in the future.  These organizations are committed to provide safety net social and spiritual services, to support education, and foster the arts and science without any government funding or in the face of government cutbacks.

The United States Mails, particularly Nonprofit Standard and Periodicals Mail, is the lifeblood of these organizations.  Although nonprofit mail rates have increased almost every year since enactment in 1970 of the current authorization statute--and some years the increase was double-digit, nonprofit rates are relatively more affordable than the comparable commercial rates.

As a result, nonprofits have been able to solicit contri-butions from the public, disseminate news and information, and communicate with donors, supporters, and the public at large.  Nonprofit mail rates enabled them to serve the families of unemployed during the deep recessions of 1974-76, 1980-82, and 1990-92 and during the current economic slump.

Nonprofit mail rates also enabled charities, churches, colleges and universities to fill the gaps in discretionary non-defense programs left by deep cuts in federal and state funding for social programs and education during the 1980s.  And it appears that federal government is counting on them now to fill the breach as Congress again reallocates the federal budget in line with the President's spending priorities and state fiscal realities.

The list of how our society has come to rely increasingly on nonprofit organizations is lengthy.  Suffice it to point out that the reliance we all place in nonprofit organizations means that their funding needs must be addressed in any policy-making arena when recommendations or decisions could facilitate or exacerbate their ability to raise funds.

The work of the President's Commission on the United States Postal Service could not have come at a more critical time.  Our Nation finds itself once again in the guns-versus-butter struggle just at the time when federal and state budgets are strained.  Americans will be left without vital services unless the longstanding federal policy of affordable mail rates is preserved for nonprofits with missions that benefit the public good.  It is for this primary reason that we re-spectfully submit the following comments.

II. Universal service and affordable mail rates for nonprofit organizations that serve the public good is a long standing policy that is indispensable for this Nation's well-being.

That service, and universal service in particular, is the overarching objective of this Nation's postal system sprang from the notions of nation building that prevailed within the ranks of independence-minded colonists in the Eighteenth Century.

That the Constitution of the United States places the sole power to establish and build the postal system in the Congress was one of the few non-issues in drafting the document.  Before the master builders of this great Nation declared the thirteen colonies to be independent, they had already established the United States Post Office.  

The British crown made service impossible because the objective was to earn a profit, which the colonists saw in-creasingly as another tax without representation.  The new Republic founded the new Post Office on service, but lack of revenue initially limited its ability to serve.  Then for the next eighty years Congress funded a service-first policy, and the result was the most stupendous postal enterprise in the world.  

No governmental agency touches on the innermost interests of so many citizens as does the United States Postal Service.  It binds the country geographically and socially.  Without it, business and commerce would be paralyzed.  Every hour millions of Americans entrust their personal correspondence, property, and livelihoods to postal personnel.  Reliable, universal postal service is essential to our pluralistic, democratic form of government.

Just as universal and reliable service must be the point of departure in postal policy making, so too is explicit provision to preserve nonprofit mail rates.  The policy to provide affordable mail rates for organizations that serve the pubic interest is almost as old as the policy to provide service rather than to generate tax revenue or profits.

The origins of the specific policy to provide affordable mail rates to organizations that serve the public good dates to the Mail Classification Act of 1879.  That was when Congress first established a separate rate category for delivery of newspapers and periodicals, which Congress subsidized in order to facilitate dissemination of news, opinions, information, and the arts and culture.  

In 1894, Congress relaxed eligibility standards in order to qualify for the Second Class rate for publications of certain organizations that served the public good if the publication " . . . further[ed] the objects and purposes of such society [organization]."  Act of July 1894, 28 Stat. 104, 105.

Congress further developed its policy in the War Revenue Act of 1917 to keep postal rates affordable in order to foster the good works of nonprofit organizations.  In that Act, Congress adopted a zone pricing system for advertising in Second Class publications to raise revenue to pay for World War I.  Congress specifically exempted nonprofit publications from the higher zoned postage.  

At various points during the years between the world wars, Congress considered whether to preserve special postal rates for nonprofit publications or permit the old Post Office De-partment to raise more revenue by eliminating the special rate.  Congress never budged from its policy to keep postal rates affordable for publications of nonprofit organizations that benefit society and serve the public good.

After World War II, Congress applied that same policy to the bulk mailings of certain nonprofit organizations.  In 1951, Congress created two separate mail rates for bulk mail, as it had done decades earlier for periodical publications.  Henceforth, there has been a higher rate for commercial bulk mailers and a lower rate for nonprofit bulk mailers.

At several points during the remainder of the decade of the 1950s and again in the 1960s, Congress revisited the advisability of the policy to preserve affordable mail rates for "[r]eligious, educational, scientific, and philanthropic organizations [that] offer their services to the community as a whole and to all members of that community . . . ."  S. Rep. No. 1086, 83rd Cong., 2d sess. (1954), p. 182-3.  

Again during the postwar period, Congress never deviated from the policy that " . . . the national welfare is promoted when religion, education, science, and philanthropy are en-couraged."  Id.


Congress perpetuated this policy again in 1970 when it enacted the current federal postal statute that transferred the postal rate setting function from Congress to the newly reor-ganized Postal Service and Postal Rate Commission.  In the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970, Congress articulated eli-gibility standards to qualify for the nonprofit periodical and bulk mail rates.


Since 1970, Congress has adjusted eligibility standards to mail at the nonprofit rates of postage, but Congress has never abandoned its longstanding policy.  On the contrary, in 1976 Congress reinforced the policy when it specifically directed the Postal Rate Commission to consider " . . . the educational, cultural, scientific and informational value [of mail] to the recipient" when it sets postal rates.  39 U.S.C. 3622.


Congress did not deviate from its policy to keep postal rates relatively affordable for qualified nonprofit organi-zations even during the congressional budget struggles of the 1980s.  It became an annual exercise to cut funding for dis-cretionary federal social and economic programs in order to offset the drain on the United States Treasury from big increases in defense spending and deep tax cuts.


Even in the 1990s, when Congress virtually eliminated congressional appropriations as one means to keep nonprofit mail rates affordable, Congress provided for an alternative mechanism to achieve the affordability objective.

Congress' longstanding affordability policy derives from the recognition that the nonprofit sector makes a unique con-tribution to our society.  During the last 50 years, this Nation has relied increasingly on nonprofit organizations to provide needed public benefits.  

Nonprofit organizations that deliver public benefits encompass churches and synagogues, colleges and other edu-cational institutions, health organizations, children’s homes, youth organizations, hospitals, self-help groups, museums, libraries, arts and cultural institutions that offer enrichment activities or provide opportunities for charitable pursuits and overall improvement in the quality of life.  Many of these non-profit organizations deliver services in lieu of government-funded programs (e.g. children’s homes, emergency food and shelter for the growing ranks of the homeless).

The importance of nonprofit organizations goes beyond the service they provide.  They are essential to our democratic, pluralistic society.  Nonprofits educate and advocate; they inject new ideas into the marketplace from medical research to public policy.

Access to the mails is the lifeblood of the nonprofit sector.  Qualified nonprofit organizations use their nonprofit mail permits to raise funds, disseminate educational and other informational material, and communicate with donors and the general public.  There isn't alternative technology to ac-complish these vital functions.  

Demand for services that nonprofits provide is growing at a time when economic conditions have depressed charitable do-nations.  A weak economy is the major contributing factor, yet the federal government's reliance on the nonprofit sector to take up the slack is greatest during periods when the economy slumps.   

For example, in the early 1980s when the economy was in a genuine recession, President Ronald Reagan articulated what became a central message of his speeches:  "The president's central message . . . was the familiar one that volunteer effort can take up much of the slack for government in helping the nation out of its economic troubles."  "President Concedes Depth of Slump," The Washington Post, May 11, 1982, p. A6.  

"The private sector still offers creative, less expensive, and more efficient alternatives to solving our social problems.  [W]e're not advocating private initiatives and voluntary activ-ities as a half-hearted replacement for budget cuts."  Remarks of the President to the National Alliance of Business, October 5, 1981.

In the economic slump of the late 1980s and early 1990s, former President George H. W. Bush responded with his "Thousand Points of Light" initiative.


Our challenge, then, is to [engage] each citizen, 

school and business, church and synagogue, service 

organization and civic group.  For this is what I mean

when I talk of a 'thousand points of light'--that vast 

galaxy of people and institutions working together to 

solve problems in their own back yard.  June 22, 1989

The current Bush Administration appears headed in the same direction that the federal government took in the 1980s and early 1990s, when huge annual budget deficits and relatively depressed economic conditions contributed to both increased demand for services that nonprofits provide and a slowdown in giving.

The current President's initiative on volunteerism and faith-based institutions is the most recent manifestation of presidential support for the good works that volunteers perform working through nonprofit organizations.

Preservation of nonprofit mail rates in the 1980s and 1990s prevented nonprofits and the beneficiaries of their good works from the severe disruption that would have ensued if Congress had reversed its longstanding policy and left non-profits to pay commercial postal rates.


The only way that nonprofits can respond to the magnitude of such a postal rate increase would be to mail fewer solici-tation appeals, cut back service, curtail new programs, and reduce staff.  Any recommendation to fold nonprofit bulk mail rates into commercial rate categories would result in an enormous loss of public benefits and significantly weaken the nonprofit sector financially.  

For many decades Congress has recognized that affordable bulk mail rates and good works that nonprofits perform in the public interest go hand in hand.  Nonprofit mail rates are the lifeblood of organizations that provide safety net services, support education, and foster the arts without government funding or in the face of government cutbacks.  

To allow nonprofit bulk mail rates to rise to the level 

of commercial bulk mail rates would erode the ability of non-profits to perform good works for which there isn’t any sub-stitute provider.  That's an important reason why nonprofit mail rates have historically been a good investment for the Nation as a whole.


The longstanding policy to provide affordable rates for churches, charities, colleges and universities has been maintained without deleterious effect on Postal Service finances.  Until the early 1990s, Congress appropriated funds annually to the Postal Service that more than compensated for the revenue that it did not collect by virtue of lower mail rates for nonprofits.  


Since then, nonprofit rates are set to cover all the direct expense that the Postal Service attributes to processing and delivering nonprofit mail.  Nonprofit mail rates either cover or more than cover postal overhead costs, depending on which set of numbers one uses.

Nonprofit mailers have been a stable line of business for the Postal Service.  In preserving nonprofit mail rates and moderating the rate of increase, Congress created a stable and relatively lucrative piece of business for the Postal Service.  

For example, the Postal Service realizes substantial revenue gains even when nonprofit bulk mail volume has declined or increased only slightly.  The argument is not that nonprofit mail is more lucrative than the Postal Service's other lines of business.  The point is that the Postal Service benefits finan-cially from the current formula for computing nonprofit mail rates.  See Appendix A.
III.  DMANF Recommendations
The DMANF urges the President's Commission to include an explicit provision in its recommendations to preserve universal service and nonprofit mail rates.  

The rationale that convinced Congress in the early days of this Republic to elevate universal service as the overarching postal policy is still valid today.  To bridge distant geo-graphic areas, level the differing socioeconomic strata of our society, facilitate commerce, disseminate news and information, and foster debate in our democratic pluralistic form of gov-ernment all depend on reliable universal service.

Absent mandatory and enforceable language to preserve nonprofit mail rates in whatever proposal may emerge, the President's Commission will send the wrong message that the good works that nonprofit mailers perform are expendable and place their traditional funding base in grave jeopardy.


In looking for ways to shore up the Postal Service, it may be tempting to see elimination of nonprofit mail rates as a relatively easy step to take in order to boost marginal revenue in the short run.  Appearances can be deceiving.


From both a microeconomic point of view and a public policy point of view, the best interest of the public calls on the President's Commission to recommend that any new federal postal statute ensures continuation of universal service and  preservation of nonprofit mail rates.

Appendix A


In two of the last six quarters, nonprofit bulk mailers actually mailed fewer pieces than they did in the year-earlier period, yet the Postal Service realized positive growth in revenue.

Nonprofit Standard Mail

 (Rate of Change from Year-Earlier Period)





           Pieces     Revenue to



     Period          Mailed        USPS

           ---------------     ------     ----------



 FY2001 Q IV          -3.4%
    +2.3%



 May 19 - Sept 7



 FY2002 Q II

  -1.0%       +3.7%



 Dec 1, '01 - 

           Feb 22, '02


 ______________


 Source:  U.S. Postal Service, "Revenue, Pieces, 

 and Weight by Classes"

It's a very lucrative business when a vendor sells fewer units of its product or service but realizes an actual increase in revenue earned from its customers.  That is business the vendor does not want to lose.


To demonstrate further how lucrative Nonprofit Standard Mail is to the Postal Service, consider that in another three of the last six quarters the Postal Service realized an increase in revenue that greatly outstripped growth in the number of pieces that nonprofit mailers entered.

Nonprofit Standard Mail

 (Rate of Change from Year-Earlier Period)





           Pieces     Revenue to



     Period          Mailed        USPS

           ---------------     ------     ----------

           FY2002 Q III

  +1.5%        +3.5%



 Feb 23 - May 17



 FY2002 Q IV

  +3.5%        +6.6%



 May 18 - Sept 6



 FY2003 Q I

 +15.3%
    +19.7%



 Sept 7 - Nov 29



 __________________

      Source:  U.S. Postal Service, "Revenue, Pieces, 

      and Weight by Classes"


This market scenario is ideal in that the vendor sells more units of its product or delivers more units of service and realizes gains in revenue that outstrips growth in production.  It's a double win for the vendor.


The remaining quarter out of the last six quarters falls into a third scenario that also demonstrates how lucrative Nonprofit Standard Mail is for the Postal Service.  It was the 9/11 quarter.  Although nonprofit mailers cut volume by almost 16 percent, the Postal Service sustained a cut in revenue only one-half as great, or its revenue for this line of business fell by only about 8 percent.
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