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billion—oraboutayear’sworthofmailrevenue—toensure
thatitcanreliablycarryoutitsstatutorymissionoverthe
nextninemonths.1At the time, itcited theprospectof
monthsofhazardpayfor500,000federalworkers,billions
moreforfacilityrenovationsandafleetoftoo-small,too-
oldpostalvehiclesthatwereincapableofhandlingasurge
inpackagesasjustificationthattheagencywouldotherwise
collapse.

Certainly,ifitweretorunoutofmoney,mailservicewould
likelystopandthiswouldbeadisasterforanyelectionthat
reliesonvotebymail.Indeed,eventhepossibilityhighlights
theUSPS’sspeciallegalplaceasaself-fundinggovernment
agency;akindofgovernment-ownedmailutilitycompa-
nyroughlyanalogoustoAmtrakandtheTennesseeValley
Authority.AlthoughtheUSPSdoesnotgetdirectappropria-
tionsfromCongress,itisregulatedbyCongress.Moreover,
itsfunding—atleastnominally—isnotbackedbythefullfaith
andcreditoftheU.S.government,anditcanonlyborrow
whenCongressgivesitpermission.Allofthismeansthatif
fundingweretodryupandCongressdoesnotact,awork
stoppagewouldoccur,unlesspostalworkersagreetostay
onthejobunderthepresumptionthatsomeactionwould
betaken.

Thereisprecedentforsuchaction,aspostalworkershavelet
contractswiththeagencylapse.However,bargainingpower
underaworkstoppagewouldbetremendous.Afterall,we
cannotexpectpostalworkerstogounpaidwhiletheyput
theirlivesatriskonthefrontlinesinapandemic—andthey
willnodoubtrecognizetheirparticularimportanceduring
suchatime.Assuch,postalpolicymakershavealreadygiven
theagencyonelifelineintheformofanextra$10billionin
borrowingauthoritytoensurethatitisabletoemergefrom
theglobalpandemicsuccessfully.2

However,ifUSPSrevenuessuddenlycollapse,$10billion
maynotbeenoughmoney.Ifthatweretohappen,Congress
wouldbeforcedtointerveneagain,potentiallyintheform
ofdirectsubsidies,butafinancialcatastropheofthatscale
wouldlikelymeritreformmoreextensivethanabiggercred-
itline.IfCongressdeemsthisnecessary,itwoulderodethe
agency’spositionasaratepayer-fundedutility.Suchasce-
nariowouldreturntheUSPStoitsrootsasataxpayer-funded
service,wheretheneedsofpostalworkersandmailratepay-
erswouldbeweighedagainstothercomponentsofthesocial
safetynet.Intheeventthatthepandemiccontinuestolinger
foryears,makingvotingbymailthedefaultvotingmethod
inthenation,thisfinancingmodelmaybemoreappropriate
inthelongterm.

Butfor2020,thisworstcasescenariogrowslesslikelybythe
day.Indeed,recentagencyfinancialfilingspaintafarless
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INTRODUCTION

T
heUnitedStatesPostalService(USPS)isthefederal
government’sin-housedeliveryagency,reliablymov-
ingpapermailtoeveryAmericanmailboxsixdays
perweek.Itisalsoanoldandwell-establishedinsti-

tutionthatwasprovidedforinthepostalclauseofthefirst
articleoftheConstitution,andthatfederal,stateandlocal
governmentshavecometorelyontocommunicatewithcit-
izensformorethan200years.Throughoutthattime,the
postalserviceanditspredecessorshavesuccessfullykept
communication flowing througheverykindofdisaster.
Thisyear,inlightoftheglobalpandemic,theagencyhas
beencalledupontohandleanationalelectioncarriedout
primarilythroughpostalballots.Accordingly,thepresent
briefanalyzestheUSPS’scapacitytohandlesuchanelec-
tionandfindsthatitiswell-positionedtosuccessfullyrise
totheoccasion.

THE FINANCIAL PICTURE

Attheonsetofthecurrentpandemic,thepostalservicemade
direpredictionsaboutitsfinancialneedstoensurecontinu-
ousoperationsthroughthe2020calendaryear.According
totheseprojections,theagencycouldneedasmuchas$75
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bleakpicturethanwasthecaseattheoutsetofthepandem-
ic.3AsofMarch30,2020,theUSPShadalmost$9billionin
cashon-hand,aswellasafurther$1.5billioninothercurrent
assets,suchasrestrictedcashandnetreceivables.4More-
over,mailvolumesdidnotimmediatelycollapseasearlypre-
dictionsimplied.Rather,mostproductssawonlythemodest
declinestypicalofrecentmailtrends.5Inlightofthis,barring
asuddenfinancialcollapse,thepostalservicewillnotrun
outofmoneybeforeNovember.Instead,likemyriadprivate
businesses,theUSPSiskeepingitsheadabovewaterfornow,
bidingtimewhileitwaitsforthepandemictosubside.And,
unlikemanyothers,theagencydoesnotneedmassivestruc-
turalreformtokeepthelightsonthroughthefall.Italready
hastheresourcesitneedstopreventanyworkstoppagethat
woulddisruptavote-by-mailelection,andpostalmanage-
mentsimplyneedstobeagoodstewardofthatmoneyto
ensurethingsgosmoothly.

STAFFING CAPACITY

TheUSPSreliesonfivedistinctclassesofworkerstodeliver
maileachday.Together,theygivethefederalgovernment
themanpowercapacitytoexecutemajorgovernmentmail
campaigns,includingthe2020Censusandthisyear’svote-
by-mailelection.Postalworkersoperatepostoffices;mail
handlerssortmailatprocessingcenters;lettercarriersdeliv-
ermailtoindividualurbanandsuburbanhomes;ruralletter
carriersdrivemailtofar-flungaddressesandsmalltowns;
andpostmastersoverseeoperations.Foreachofthesework-
ercategories,theagencyhasbuilt-inresiliencymodelsto
ensurethatmailkeepsmovingdespiteanylocalizedstaffing
shortagesthatmayoccur.

Infact,theUSPShaslongmaintainedextrastafftoensure
itmeetsitsdeliveryefficiencytargets.Whilemailvolumes
havedeclinedbyone-thirdsince2010,overallpostalstaffing
hasdeclinedlessthantwentypercentinthedecade.6More-
over,theUSPSisuniquelywellpreparedatpresenttohandle
amail-inelection,asithasalreadypreparedforextramail
volumeduetothe2020Census.Infact,theelectionistimed
suchthatithappensaftermostCensusmailingshavebeen
sent,butjustbeforethepeakholidayseasonwhentheagency
alreadyaddsseasonalstaff.

Preparation for theCensushelps tremendously toward
capacityforavote-by-mailelectioninthatCensusmailings
resembleballotmailings.Forexample,theymoveasletters,
aresensitivegovernmentdocumentswithhighstakesfor
localitiesintheeventoflocalizedmisdeliveryandtheyenter
themailstreaminlargebatchesthatmustbequicklypro-
cessed.Accordingly,theexperiencegainedfromhandling
2020Censusformsisavaluable“dryrun”fornewpostal
workerstaskedwithhandlingballotslaterintheyear.Itis
alsoavaluableopportunityforpostalmanagementtosolve

staffingbottlenecksoverthesummerbeforetheybecomea
problematelectiontime.

USPSstaffalsohasextensiveexperienceinshiftingresourc-
estokeepmailmovingintheeventoflocalizedmaildisrup-
tions.Forexample,badweatheroccurssomewhereinthe
countryeveryday.7Theagencyhasalsoalreadydealtwith
theillnessofmorethan2,300employeesintheearlymonths
ofthepandemic,whichrequiredittoshiftresourcesinorder
tohitpreexistingdeliveryefficiencytargets.8Asaresultof
theseefforts,first-classlettersdidnotexperiencegeneral-
izeddelaysduringthecrisisshutdown.9Suchdemonstrated
capabilitywillprovevaluableintheeventthatalocalized
virusoutbreakslowselection-relatedmailinaparticular
processingcenterorindividualpostoffice.Forexample,dur-
ingtheMay2020protestsinMinneapolis,theUSPSsuc-
cessfullyshiftedalmostallmailfromnow-burnedfacilities
tootherpostofficesforhandling,withlimiteddisruptions
inservice—evenaftertwopostofficesweredeemed“total
losses.”10Likewise,aviraloutbreakatamailprocessingcen-
terinDenvercausedonlybriefdelaystomailintheregion,
asprocessingwasshiftedtootherfacilities.11Alltold,the
USPShasprovencapableofkeepingagencystaffprepared
tocontinuegenerallynormaloperationsthroughtheongo-
ingpandemic,whichpositionsthemwelltohandlethechal-
lengesofavote-by-mailelection.

SECURITY

Atypicalobjectiontovote-by-mailrevolvesaroundelection
security.Storiesofmishandledmailhavelongbeenthegrist
oflocalnews,andwithsomanypointswhereballotsenter
themailstream,fearsofelectiontamperinginayearlike
2020arereasonable.But,suchfearsdownplaytheamount
ofsecurityworkthathasalreadybeendonetokeepthemail
streamsecureonaneverydaybasis.Vote-by-mailballots
haveneverbeentheonlymailthatrequiresextralayersof
security,thoughUSPShasplentyofexperiencewiththem.

Infact,theagencyhascarriedabsenteeballotseverywhere
inthecountryfordecades.Forexample,vote-by-mailstate
electionsinColoradoandOregonhaveprovensuccessful
atmakingthevotingprocessmoreequitable.12Beyondbal-
lots,theletterstreamincludesCensusforms,jurynotices,
legalwarningsforfine-carryingnuisances,andmanyother
importantandtimesensitivedocumentsthatmustarrivein
atimelymanner.Thereareseriousrepercussionswhengov-
ernmentmailgetsdiverted.Thesamegoesforprivatemail.
Rentchecksundeliveredbringevictions,andlostbillscan
ruinanindividual’scredit.Itispreciselyforthesereasons
thatmailtheft,tamperingandfraudarecriminaloffenses.

Whilethegovernmentmustbecarefulinlevyingcrimi-
nalpenaltiesforsuchseeminglyminorcrimes,theselaws
existtosafeguardaparticularlysensitiveshippingproduct.
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EnforcingtheselawsfallstotheUnitedStatesPostalInspec-
tionService(USPIS),anagencyspecializedinfindingand
prosecuting postal crimes, and the USPS Office of the
InspectorGeneral(USPSOIG).What’smore,theUSPISis
nosmallfryamongfederallawenforcementagencies,asit
employsmorethan1,200individuals,withmorethan550
PostalPoliceOfficers.13Moreover,ithasbeendoingthiswork
since1775,proudlytoutingitselfasoneoftheoldestpartsof
theU.S.government.14Putsimply,foraslongasballotshave
movedthroughthemail,theUSPIShasbeenmonitoringand
protectingthem.

Inadditiontotheseefforts,thoseoftheUSPSOIGevenfur-
thersecurethesafetyofmail.Thepostalinspectorgeneral
receivesabout$250milliontoconductauditsandinvestiga-
tionsofpostalcrimeseachyearandemploysastaffofmore
than1,000individuals.15Ofthese,675areassignedtopostal
crime.Thismeansthemailstreamiswellprotectedinthe
eventofavote-by-mailelection.

Beyondinvestigationsandoversight,otherpostalwork-
ersalsohavearoletoplayinelectionsecurity:Postmasters
implementprocedurestoensureballotsarehandledinways
thatlimitdiversionandarepassedofftoelectionofficials
promptly;postalsortingcentersgetextraqualitycontrolto
ensureballotsareclearedeachnight;andpostalworkers
takeextrashiftstocoverforsickcolleaguestoensurebal-
lotsdonotsitinmailboxesfortoolong.Eachofthesemech-
anismslimitsopportunitiesforcriminalstodivertballots,
evenbeforeanyinvolvementisrequiredonthepartofthe
postalpolice.Certainly,nocombinationofsecuritymeasures
isperfect,butavote-by-mailelectionbenefitsfromallthese
measuresthatarealreadyinplace.Attheendoftheday,
punishmentsforanykindofmailfraud,theftortampering
issevere,andtheoddsofgettingcaughtarehigh.

MAIL PROCESSING CAPACITY

TheUSPSestimateselection-relatedmailwillincreasethis
year.16Thiscategoryincludesballotmailings,votingproce-
dureremindersandcampaignmail.Presently,theagencyhas
morethanenoughcapacitytohandlesuchasurge.Tobegin
with,ballotsmoveasfirst-classletters,17andAmericanssend
22.6billionfewerfirst-classlettersthantheydidin2010,
itselfasimilar-sizeddeclinefromadecadeprior.18Thatis1.8
billionfewerletterspermonth.And,althoughvotebymail
requiresalettertobesentandreceived—twodistinctmove-
mentspermailpiece,bothofwhichhappeninarelatively
shortperiodoftime—inanelectorateofbetween150and250
million,thatisnomorethan500millionletters.Moreover,
evenifaremindermailingisaddedforeveryvoter,thevol-
umewouldbenohigherthan750millionextraletters.None
ofthisaccountsforone-wayballotmailings,whichoccur
whentheUSPSdeliversballotstoresidentswhopreferto
dropthemoffatcollectionboxessetupbyelectionofficials.

Ifevenafewpercentofvotersfollowthismethod,itmeans
millionsfewercompletedballotsinthemailstreamatpeak
times.Similarly,campaignmailmovesasmarketingmail,a
categorythatitselfhasseendeclinesandthattheUSPShas
plentyofexperienceinmovinginatimelymanner.While
mailvolumesingeneralhavenotcollapsed,theagencysaw
substantialdeclinesinmarketingmailvolumesinthefirst
halfofitsfiscalyear,whichindicatesithasextracapacityto
movemoresuchmailinthemonthsleadinguptotheelec-
tion.19Putsimply,thereisnogeneralizedsortingcapacity
constraintpreventingtheagencyfromsuccessfullyexecut-
inganationalelectionbymail.

Moreover,mostelectionmailisstandardized,bar-codedand
processedbymachinesusingopticalcharacterrecognition
technology.Electionmailalsoentersthemailstreamclose
torecipients,andismovedtonearbyelectionofficials.That
is,ballotsare,inmostways,easierfortheUSPStomovethan
thetypicalletter,whichmakesthemlesssensitivetostaff-
ingshortagesatmailprocessingcentersandlesssubjectto
sortingdelays.Itisalsoimportanttonotethatmailsorting
centersarenotsubjecttostateandlocalpublichealth-relat-
edshutdownorders.20Thismeansthatevenintheeventof
alocalizedvirusoutbreak,thereislittleanyoneoutsidethe
agencycandotoslowballotprocessing.Thisservesasan
additionalcheckonpoliticalmeddling.

CHALLENGES

Despite itsmyriadstrengths,theUSPSstill facesmajor
challengesinexecutingthetimelydeliveryandcollection
ofballotsandelectionmaterials.Ofthesechallenges,three
standoutasparticularlyimportanttocontroliftheUSPSis
toavoidmonthsofcongressionalinquiriesthatwouldsapits
managementcapacitythrough2021:insufficientworkforce
whereelectionmaildemandsspikes,misalignmentbetween
USPSdeliverytimesandthedeliveryneedsoflocalelection
officials,andemployeeoversighterrorsincludingballotmis-
handling.

Aninsufficientormisalignedworkforceisthemostworrying
problemforpostalofficials,asfailurehereis,bysomemea-
sure,outoftheagency’shandsonalocalizedbasis.While
itcanpre-positionextraworkersinplacesitthinkswillsee
extradelaysduetorisingcasenumbersinlateOctober,this
canneverbeanexactscience,andUSPSonlyhassomany
extraworkerstomovearound.Forthisreason,itsimplycan-
notexpecttohaveextrastaffexactlywheretheyareneeded.
Intheeventoflocalizedstaffingshortages,resultsinsome
stateandlocalracescouldbedelayed,whichwouldpoten-
tiallyrequirejudicialinterventionintheformofextrahours
atpollingsitesiftheagencyrealizestheshortagetoolate.
However,tomitigatethis,theagencycouldsendmailings
thatencourageearlyreturnsofballotsafterdelivery,poten-
tiallyofferingmodestdiscountsforcheap-to-handlemarket-
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ingmailpostcardsinplaceswhereitsensesariskofstaffing
shortage.

Thesecondpotentialchallenge—misalignmentbetween
deliverytimesandtheneedsoflocalelectionofficials—is
slightlymoreworrisome,asdelaysinpostmarkingballots
couldmeanthatUSPScausessometobeinvalidated.At
worst,thiswoulddisenfranchiseswathesofvoters;atbest,
itwouldcreateextraelection-managementcostsforstates
andlocalities.Withballotsdelayed,processingcouldtake
extradays,requiringextratimeintownhallsandciviccen-
tersacrossthenation,forcingotherimportantworkdoneby
townclerkstobedelayedinkind.Withsomeballotsthrown
out,Americanscouldexpectsomelocalelectionoutcomes
tobedecidedbysuchfailures.Thatsaid,itispossibleto
headthisoffwithgood,old-fashionedopencommunication
betweentheUSPSandstateelectionofficialspriortothe
electionballotmailing.Theagencycouldalsoinstallballot-
onlydropboxesatpostofficeswhereitanticipatesproblems,
whichwouldhelptokeepasmanyballotsaspossibleoutof
thegeneralmailstream.

Likewise,failuresinballotmanagementandemployeeover-
sightwouldcausemanyAmericanstodoubtthecompetence
oftheUSPS,oranygovernmentmail-handler,tosuccessfully
movemailwhenthestakesarehighest.Inthisway,2020
willbethegreat‘audition’ofvotebymail.Ifweenter2021
stilltalkingaboutstoriesofcachesofballotsinplacesthey
shouldnotbe,voteseatenbymail-handlingmachinesand
thousandsofpeoplewhonevergottheirdulyentitledbal-
lotsinthefirstplace,theUSPScouldfaceareputationalhit
fromwhichitwillstruggletorecover.And,whileitisnot
possibletocompletelyheadthemalloff,theUSPScanimple-
mentprocedurestoverifythatallballotsareaccountedfor
oncetheyhaveenteredUSPSfacilities.Indeed,ithasalready
testedsomesuchproceduresinOhio,andthelessonslearned
willcertainlyinformUSPSprocedureinthefall.21

CONCLUSION

Thedecisiontoshifttoremotevotingforthe2020national
electionrequireslegislatures,state-levelsecretariesofstate
andotherelectionofficialstoweighdifferenttypesofrisks
againstoneanother.Inayearwherelargecrowdsamassed
indoorsputsthehealthofelectionworkersandthepublic
atlargeinjeopardy,remotevotingthroughthemailisthe
safestchoice.Whilevotebymailwillbenewtomany,and
USPSisafarfromaperfectinstitution,theagencyhasprov-
encapableofreliablymovinggovernmentdocumentsfor
decades.Accordingly,thereislittlequestionthat,asithas
donesomanytimesinthepast,itwillrisetotheoccasion…
anddeliver.
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