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During the coming months, the Postal Service will 
conduct route counts and inspections in offices 
around the country. The results of these inspections 

may lead to route adjustments. The rules governing inspec-
tions and adjustments are found in Chapter 2 of Handbook 
M-39, Management of Delivery Services and Chapter 9 of 
Handbook M-41, City Delivery Carriers Duties and Respon-
sibilities. The provisions contained in these USPS hand-
books are enforceable through the grievance procedure via 
Article 19 of the National Agreement. A number of national 
settlements and memorandums of understanding (MOUs) 
are also applicable and enforceable. 

This article will explain some of the basic principles of 
route inspections and the Postal Service’s responsibilities 
before and during the mail count. Future articles will ex-
plain route inspection and adjustment procedures.

Basic principles
Section 242.122 of the M-39 establishes the goal of 

route inspections and adjustments as ensuring that all 
regular routes are as close to eight hours as possible:

242.122 The proper adjustment of carrier routes means an 
equitable and feasible division of the work among all of 
the carrier routes assigned to the office. All regular routes 
should consist of as nearly 8 hours daily work as possible.

Along the same lines, Section 911.2 of the M-41 states: 

911.2 The count of mail is used to gather and evaluate data 
to adjust routes fairly and equitably to insure that the work-
load for each route will be as near as possible to an 8-hour 
workday for the carrier.

Before the inspection
Prior to determining whether routes need to be inspect-

ed, management is required to conduct a unit and route 
review. The results of these reviews must be shared with 
the local union and the regular carriers serving the route, 
as stated in relevant part in Section 211.1 of the M-39:

211.1 In order to achieve and maintain an appropriate daily 
workload for delivery units and routes, management will 
make at least annual route and unit reviews consisting of an 
analysis of items listed in section 214, and workhours, vol-
umes, and possible deliveries. Items listed in section 213 
may also be utilized in the review. These reviews will be uti-
lized to verify adjustments which have been taken by man-
agement, or need to be taken by management, in order to 
maintain efficient service. The results of the review will be 
shared with the local NALC President, or designee, and the 
regular letter carrier(s) serving the route(s) that require ad-
justment. 

If the Postal Service determines a need to conduct a 
route count and inspection following these reviews, it is 
required to issue two separate notices.

Under Section 211.2 of the M-39, management must de-
termine the week of inspection and notify the local union: 

211.2 The period selected for the mail count and route in-
spections should be determined as far in advance as pos-
sible, and the local union should be notified of this sched-
ule. If it is necessary to change the period, the local union 
should be notified of the revised schedule as far in advance 
as practicable.

Management is required to post a schedule listing the 
day each route will be inspected. The day of inspection is 
the day a manager will count the route’s mail and accom-
pany the carrier on the street. This notice must be posted at 
least five working days prior to the beginning of the inspec-
tion in accordance with Section 215.1 of the M-39: 

215.1 A notice must be posted at the delivery unit in advance 
of the scheduled mail counts and route inspections, show-
ing the beginning date of the count for each route and the 
day and date each route is scheduled for inspection. This 
notice must be posted at least 5 working days before the 
start of the count period. If a decision is made to inspect on 
days other than the scheduled date, 1 day’s advance notice 
must be given.

Letter carriers may be required to start early on certain 
days in order to count mail. Section 215.2 of the M-39 re-
quires management to post the schedule of starting times:

215.2 Not later than the Wednesday preceding the count 
week, carrier schedules shall be posted for those routes re-
quiring an earlier starting time to count the mail.

Section 217 of the M-39: Dry-run count 
Prior to beginning the mail count, management has an 

obligation to train letter carriers on the proper procedure 
for counting mail and completing the PS Form 1838-C, Car-
rier’s Count Mail-Letter Carrier Routes Worksheet, as each 
letter carrier will fill out the form during the week of inspec-
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tion. This “dry run” training must be conducted within 21 
days of the beginning of the count week. Section 217 of the 
M-39 outlines the procedures for this training:

217.1 A review of the count procedures will be made within 
21 days prior to the start of the count and route inspection 
to teach the carrier how to accurately complete count forms 
(1838-C and 1838-A) during the period of count and inspec-
tion. An actual count of mail or recording of time used will 
not be kept on the day the dry run is made.

217.2 The sample dry-run count items, forms, and comple-
tion instruction must be furnished each carrier concerned 
in time to allow for completion and review prior to start of 
the period of count and inspection (see exhibits 217.2 (p. 1, 
2, and 3)). Overtime or auxiliary assistance should not be 
used for the completion of the dry run. Therefore, a lighter 
volume day should be selected. Use only the appropriate 
data (EPM/Non-EPM) for the unit being inspected.

 217.4 The carrier must be furnished a sample list of mail-
count items and time-used items. The carrier must enter 
these items on a dry-run form. A manager must review each 
completed dry-run form for accuracy, error, and omissions, 
and they must be discussed and explained to the carrier. 
When necessary, the manager may require a second com-
pletion of the form to assure that the carrier is thoroughly 
familiar with completing the form to be used.

During the mail count
Section 221.11 of the M-39 covers the schedule of days 

to be used for the count. Please note that Saturday is ex-
cluded from consideration for routes with abbreviated or 
no delivery on Saturday. Section 221.11 states: 

221.11 The count of mail on all letter delivery routes, regu-
lar and auxiliary, must be for 6 consecutive delivery days on 
one-trip routes and for 5 consecutive delivery days, exclusive 
of Saturday, on two-trip routes or one-trip routes with abbre-
viated or no delivery on Saturday. It is not mandatory that 
mail counts begin on Saturday and continue through Friday 
so long as they are made on consecutive delivery days. 

As stated earlier, each letter carrier will complete the 
PS Form 1838-C each day except for the day of inspection; 
however, the carrier has the right to verify management’s 
count. Section 221.131 of the M-39 states in pertinent part: 

221.131 The carrier should count and record the mail every 
day except on the day of inspection when the mail must be 
counted and recorded by a manager. On one or more days 
during the count week, each route will be inspected by a man-
ager. When management performs the mail count the carrier 
serving the route, upon request, may verify the mail count. 

This right to verification applies to the entire mail count 

as agreed to in a national-level settlement (M-00814), 
which states in pertinent part:

Normally, a spot verification of the mail volume is adequate 
to determine the mail count is accurate. However, the par-
ties agree that based on the intent of Section 221.131 of the 
M-39 Handbook, the carrier may, upon request, verify the 
entire mail count.

Generally, each route will be inspected on one day dur-
ing the process; however, management may conduct up to 
three days of inspection. If a route is inspected on more than 
one day, the manager will complete the form on only one of 
those days. The parties agreed to this in a memorandum of 
understating (M-01777), which states in relevant part:

Local management will, if it determines it necessary when 
scheduling an inspection to inspect on more than one day, 
inspect on no more than three days during the week of count 
and inspection. If local management elects to inspect on 
two or three days during the week of count and inspection, 
local management will be responsible for completion of the 
1838-C one of the days. The letter carrier will count the mail 
and complete the 1838-C on the other days of inspection. 

The requirement to perform the count and complete the 
form applies to both the regular and replacement carrier as 
stated in Section 221.132 of the M-39:

221.132 Replacement carriers assigned to regular, full-, and 
part-time routes must count the mail and enter the data on 
the prescribed forms in the same way as the full-time carrier.

Available resources
Union representatives should familiarize themselves 

with Chapter 2 of the M-39 and Chapter 9 of the M-41 
to gain a better understand-
ing of the route count and 
inspection process. These 
handbooks, as well as ad-
ditional resources, are avail-
able on the NALC website. 
They include the 2018 NALC 
Guide to Route Inspections 
and the NALC Route Protec-
tion Program available at 
nalc.org/route-adjustments. 
National-level settlements 
and memorandums of under-
standing can be found in the 
Materials Reference System 
(MRS) at nalc.org/mrs. Past Contract Talk articles pertain-
ing to these issues are available at nalc.org/contract-talk.
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