
T he U.S. Postal Service says it is
ready for the holiday season and
its crush of holiday cards and

packages.
“We’re going to kill it,” said Postmas-

ter General Louis DeJoy.
The agency desperately wants to

avoid a repeat of the poor showing of
December 2020. A tsunami of 1.1 billion
packages hit the USPS’s logistics net-
work, and overwhelmed it.

About 20% of parcels failed to arrive
on time, and more than half of first
class mail was late. Millions of custom-
ers had their holiday cards and parcels
delayed days and even weeks. Demo-
crats in Congress called for DeJoy to be
fired and new governors to be appoint-
ed to its board.

The agency began preparations for
the 2021 holiday season in February.
The central component to its strategy is
to accelerate the transformation of its
system from one that is dedicated to
moving paper mail to one that can
handle boxes.

Postal leadership estimated that it
needed to increase its capacity to deliv-
er packages by 35%. So it drew up a
plan to add 45 new sorting facilities, 112
new parcel sorting machines and
40,000 seasonal employees. As of No-
vember, most of those new investments
were in place.

But will these investments and

USPS’s intense desire to succeed be
enough?

Indubitably, the agency will do bet-
ter than last year, but some delays will
be inevitable.

Partly, the delays will come from
factors that the USPS simply cannot
control. Take the weather, for example.
Icy roads and heavy snowfalls can make
roads to and from mail sorting facilities
impassable. Winter weather also can
ground planes, and the USPS moves a

significant amount of mail volume on
planes owned by FedEx and other pri-
vate carriers.

Then there are the needless strains
caused by consumers — yes, you, John
and Jane Q. Public. The agency really
wants Americans to hand off its mail
and parcels sooner rather than later.

Specifically, if you want a holiday
card to arrive by Dec. 25, then the agen-
cy advises you to send it by Dec. 17. If
you want your box to get to its recipient

before Christmas, then USPS says you
should have handed it to them by Dec.
15.

Yet it is inevitable that many Amer-
icans will be ordering gifts online and
showing up at the post office right up
through Christmas Eve.

And there is the pandemic. Last
year, around 120,000, or one-fifth of
USPS employees missed work due to 
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being sick with COVID-19 or
having to quarantine. People
move mail, and when USPS
workers get sick, delays are
inevitable.

Fewer postal employees will
be sidelined this season, but
some will be. Not all USPS work-
ers are vaccinated, and both the
delta and omicron variants can
and will produce breakthrough
cases.

But those factors pale in
comparison with the biggest
hurdle of all: the Postal Service is
almost entirely designed to
deliver paper mail, not boxes.

Think about your own mail-
box. Whether you live in a house
or an apartment, the box you
have is designed (per USPS
regulations) for mail receipt. The
same is true for the whole of the
USPS’s network, from its iconic
blue letter collection boxes to its
postal trucks, post offices and
the postman's mailbag and deliv-
ery cart.

The system was and mostly
still is designed to move paper.
DeJoy observed earlier this year
that a single USPS tractor trailer
truck can haul about 500,000
letters but only 5,000 packages.

But fewer and fewer Amer-
icans and businesses are sending
paper mail. Over the past 15
years, mail volume has dropped
40%. Dwindling consumer de-
mand is why the USPS has been
retiring paper mail sorting ma-
chines over the past decade.

Parcel volume, meanwhile,

has skyrocketed. In 2006, the
USPS reported carrying just over
a billion packages per year. Last
year the agency moved 7.5 billion
boxes with, again, 1.1 billion of
those delivered during the win-
ter holiday season.

That is an immense shift in
the nature of the Postal Service’s
business, one that is creating
strains on the USPS’s network —
especially when volume peaks.

Distressingly, Congress has
little updated the law that gov-
erns the Postal Service. It was
signed in 1970 by President Ri-
chard Nixon, and the statute’s
enumerations of the USPS’s
purposes do not mention the
words “parcels,” “packages” or
“shipping.”

Congress’ inaction has left the
Postal Service to reinvent its
business model on the fly.

Legislators must wake up and
confront the Post Office’s exist-
ential plight. The dawn of the

e-commerce era broke 20 years
ago, and the USPS needs clarity
on what its role should be in the
21st century.

Congress should put all of its
535 heads together and grapple
with some hard truths: Paper
mail is a slowly dying business,
e-commerce will continue to
grow and the private sector
already has a lot of companies
moving parcels. Then they need
to answer an important ques-
tion: Where does all this leave
the Post Office, which was de-
signed to be self-funding?

They should answer that by
passing a law that gives the
agency clear direction, sets the
public’s expectations and em-
powers the USPS to achieve its
mission. Until that happens, the
agency will continue to struggle
to deliver, and the holiday sea-
son will remain fraught with
anxiety for the Postal Service
and its customers.
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