The Official Newsletter of
NJ Merged Branch 38, NALC

THE SENTINEL
November 2019

President

by Mike O’Neill

Open Season for selection of Federal Employees Health Benefit Plans is November 11 through December 9, 2019. This is your
opportunity to review your current health benefit plan and compare it to the other available plans.

I strongly suggest that you take advantage of one of the many
benefits of being a member of NALC and consider protecting your
family with the NALC Health Benefit Plan. A comparison with
the other available plans will show that the NALC Plan offers
lower premiums, lower co-payments, less deductibles, and lower
cacotrophic maximum out of pocket costs. The Plan, unlike most
plans in the Federal Employee Health Benefit program, is not for
profit, and is run by your union and serviced by union brothers
and sisters. It is the third largest plan in FEHB, and has an extensive list of participating doctors, hospitals and facilities. As the
Plan grows, and it grows every year, all premiums are reinvested
into better coverage and services for our members. Please take
the time to compare.

As we do every year, the officers and staff at Branch 38 look
to see how we can improve in all areas of representation, education, and service to our members. One theme that stands out, and
one that has an impact on the daily lives of our members and the
future of our jobs and working conditions, is safety. Unfortunately, the Postal Service at the national level has refused to participate in a joint safety program with NALC. With that void in

Health Benefit Plan
Open Season

November 11 - December 9
mind, Branch 38 is determined to make the safety and health of our
members our number one priority in 2020.

Postal Service handbooks and manuals contain a road map of
requirements designed to provide a safe workplace for its employees. It is our intention to educate our membership on those
provisions, and make certain that they are adhered to in every Post
Office in our Branch. The safety and welfare of our members is
our number one priority. Work related injuries and illnesses adversely affect the employee and his or her family. It also affects
the other workers in the office, as well as the financial cost to the
Postal Service.

The members on the work floor and on the street know better
than anyone that safety often takes a back seat to productivity.
That thinking is short sighted and dangerous, but we see it every
day. It seems that, for many managers, safety does not become important until after an accident occurs. That is a culture that is
doomed to failure in a business setting as worker dependent as is
the Postal Service. We hope to have the cooperation and support
of management at both the District and local level. We will, however, move forward with our program with or without that support.

It may not take much time out of your day to work in a safe
manner, but it does take some time. That is time that we will not
permit management to deny you. The days of cutting corners and
putting unreasonable demands on our carriers must come to an
end. I am asking for the support of each and every member of
Branch 38. We owe it to each other and to our families to make
“safety first” more than just a slogan on bulletin board.
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You Are Accountable
Executive
Vice President

by Dan Szucs

One very big misconception that the American public has
about the Postal Service is that because we are a government
agency, part of their tax dollars go to support the Postal Service.
Not one penny of tax payers' monies go to the Postal Service. Our
revenue comes from the products that the Postal service offers:
first class mail, second & third class mail and our special service
items that are sold every day. The special service mail that I am referring to is called our accountable mail. This is where you come
in.

What are accountable mail items? The M-41 (City Deliveries
Carriers Duties and Responsibilities) explains in detail what they
are, and what your responsibilities as a letter carrier are. “Accountable items/special services mail—Accountable items are
keys, postage due, customs duty and special services mail (Standard Shipping Insurance, Priority Mail Express & Priority Mail,
USPS Tracking, Signature Confirmation, and Return Receipt for
Merchandise, Signature Confirmation, Certified Mail and Registered Mail). Letter carriers receive these items in the morning from
the accountable clerk.

These items are handled in accordance with Section 261 of
Handbook M-41.” During route inspections, carriers receive office time credit for processing accountable/special services mail.
Section 922.51 of Handbook M-41 discusses time credit for these
items. TAKE THE TIME to properly follow this procedure. When
you are called to the accountable cage, or if the accountables are
brought to your case, TAKE THE TIME to review what you are
signing for. Make sure that the number of certifies, Express are
correct and that the Registered piece that you sign for has the correct number on the form that matches the registered number on
the mail piece. Registered items are handled differently because of
the value. They are signed for during every step of the process
with each signature being responsible for the item. After you sign
for your accountable pieces, you then partially complete a Form
3849 for each of the accountable pieces by placing either the address or the customer’s name on the form. When you get finished
casing your mail, you place the 3849 forms in the case for each address and place the accountable items in your satchel.
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When you are on your route and you get to the address that
has the form 3849 that you filled out in the office, TAKE THE
TIME to go to the door, ring the door bell and/or knock on the
door to see if the customer is home. If the customer is home, then
scan the barcode and have them sign for the item. If the customer
is not home, then complete form 3849, leave it in the mailbox and
return the accountable item to the office. NEVER sign any accountable item for a customer without written authorization. It is
a violation of the ELM and you can be lose your job.

When you return to the office, your next function is to go to the
accountable cage and turn in your accountable items. Make sure
that you are cleared of all of your accountable pieces. The M-39
(Management of Delivery Services) manual is clear. Management
is responsible to “Assure that accountable items are properly handled, so as to facilitate delivery of the items, and that carriers are
cleared in a timely manner upon return to the office. The carrier
unit managers must observe and direct carrier activity when carriers return from the route. See that clerks are available to check
in accountable items as efficiently and promptly as possible.” If
there is no clerk at the accountable cage, DO NOT leave your accountables on the desk and leave. This is especially important if
you have a COD or Registered piece. You are responsible for those
items until someone signs for it after you return to the office. If
no one is at the cage, notify your supervisor immediately or wait
for someone to report to the cage. If this continues, then report the
situation to your shop steward so a grievance can be filed. TAKE
THE TIME to be cleared properly of your accountable items.
I have used the word TIME in mostly every paragraph in this
article. The Postal Service is inspecting every route in the country,
and they want to cut routes to eliminate jobs. If you are reading
this article right now, then make sure every carrier in your station
is taking the TIME to do the job the way the manuals require us
to do. Provide the customers, who pay our salary, receives the
service that they are paying for.

Membership Recognition

The NALC provides lapel pins in recognition for
membership of 25 years or more, for each additional
five years. We also award Gold Cards for 50 years of
membership, and plaques for 70 & 75 years of membership. The Gold Card comes with the added benefit of no more dues. All of these special awards are
available upon request. If you believe that you are entitled to any of these awards, contact Director of Retirees, Ron Villegas at 973-564-7244 (Ext.21) and we
will check our records and request the awards from
NALC Headquarters. Thanks to all of you for you
loyal support.
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Check Those Vehicles
Director
of
City
Delivery

by Mark McGrady

Letter carriers have many duties and responsibilities, as noted
in the M-41 Handbook. We are required to deliver mail efficiently
in all types of weather and traffic conditions. It is critical that we
make certain that the vehicles to which we are assigned are in safe
working condition every day.
Prior to using our Postal Vehicle. we are required, as per section
832.1 of the M-41 handbook, to do a complete and thorough vehicle inspection. Every carrier must inspect their vehicle for deficiencies, body damage and inoperable items using the expanded
vehicle safety check list found in the M-41.

U.S. POSTAL SERVICE EXPANDED VEHICLE SAFETY
CHECK:

Look under body for oil and water leaks, inspect the two front
and rear tires for inflation and wear, check hood latches, check the
entire vehicle for body damage, check the left, right and rear door
locks, check for rear end leaks, open door and move into driving

Branch 38 Holiday Party
Saturday Night

December 14, 2019 - 7:30 PM
Dinner - Beer - Wine - Soda
Dancing

All Tickets Are $25
for Member and One Guest
Call Mark at 973-564-7244 (Ext.22)
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position and start the engine. With assistance (buddy system),
adjust pot-lid and left front mirrors, check headlights, tail lights,
brake lights, 4-way flashers, and directional signals, front and
rear. Adjust right side rear view mirror and the center rear view
mirror. Check steering wheel play, accident report kit. Check
window locks, windshield wipers and washers, horn, gages (gas
gage requires 30 seconds for “warm-up”), foot brake (no more
than 2 inches free play), hand brake, seat belt and fasten.

If you find any deficiencies during the expanded vehicle
safety check, report it to your supervisor immediately and fill out
a Vehicle Repair Tag, PS Form 4565. If your vehicle is not fixed
by the time you are ready to leave the office to deliver the mail,
DO NOT use that vehicle. No carrier should use an unsafe vehicle. Remember if you use an unsafe vehicle, it's not anyone’s
fault but your own. The Postal Service constantly preaches
safety, so no management official should allow you to use an unsafe vehicle.

This Spring there will be a lot of Post Offices going through
route inspections. One of the carrier's first functions, after swiping onto the clock in the morning, is to do the vehicle safety
check. Every carrier must do a mandatory vehicle check. During
the week of route inspection, every carrier will get a minimum of
three minutes, whether they do their vehicle inspection or not. If,
you do the vehicle inspection, management must give the actual
time you take. If it takes you ten minutes to walk to your vehicle
and do a vehicle inspection, then you will get credited ten minutes for the inspection. Take advantage of doing the vehicle inspection properly every day. If not for the time it takes you, do
it for your safety.

Remember, we are required to obey all New Jersey Motor
Vehicle regulations. Postal regulations also prohibit the use of
headphones, ear buds and the use of blue tooth devices while operating a Postal Vehicle. Stay safe.

Check Out The New
Branch 38
Facebook Page

“NJ Merged Branch 38”

Cold Weather Caution
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Treasurer

by Joseph Rutkoski

The beautiful fresh crisp days of fall will soon give way to days
of freezing temperatures that will bring ice and snow. This will
make the job of delivering the mail much more difficult and more
dangerous. Working outside during winter makes our jobs more
challenging. Exposure to cold temperatures can cause your body
to lose heat faster than it’s able to produce it. This can cause hypothermia or frostbite. Frostbite occurs when skin is exposed to
extreme cold for long periods and the skin and underlying tissue
freeze. The fingers, toes, and feet are most commonly affected,
but other extremities including the nose, ears, and the cheeks can
also develop frostbite. At the first sign of frostbite, get out of the
cold. Unless absolutely necessary, do not walk on frostbitten feet
or toes. Don’t rub the frostbitten area because it will increase tissue damage. Warm the affected area using body heat or by immersing in warm water. Avoid using a heating pad, heat lamp, or
the heat of a stove, fireplace, or radiator for warming because direct heat can burn tissue that’s already damaged. Drink warm
drinks to replace lost fluid. In case of severe frostbite, seek medical attention.

Download The NALC
Member App

The app contains links to workplace resources, including the
National Agreement, the JCAM, the MRS, CCA resources and
more. It also includes legislative tools, such as a bill tracker, an
individualized list of your congressional representatives and
PAC information. And one of the coolest features: an Interactive Non-Scheduled Days calendar. Available for iPhone and
Android smartphones. The app is available at the Apple App
Store or the Google Play Store. Search for “NALC Member
App.” Go to NALC.org for more information.

Snow and icy conditions not only make driving hazardous, but
also increase the occurrences of slips, trips, and falls, resulting in
pain and lost days of work. Proper footwear is essential for safe
walking on slippery surfaces. To prevent slips, trips, and falls,
wear grippers (ice cleats), walk with care, take short steps, and
only finger mail when it is safe to do so. Take extra precautions
when entering and exiting your vehicle. Use handrails on steps,
and wait for vehicles to stop completely on snow or ice-covered
roadways before crossing the street. Do not allow management to
try to rush you to be back in time. Working in extreme cold and icy
condition will obviously take you longer to deliver your route
safely. Take the time to be safe.

Management has an obligation to alert you and to train you on
the effects of extreme cold. They have an obligation to make sure
that we are prepared for our routes and the hazard of the cold that
we will encounter.It is not enough for your employer to simply
say, “Hey, it cold out there, so be careful!”Management must inform you of additional steps that you should take to protect yourself from the effects of the cold. Unfortunately, educational
communications from management is all too often ignored.Cold
weather safety stand-up talks that are identified as mandatory are
not always given. Each winter a large number of letter carriers suffered frostbite, falls and motor vehicle accidents due to management’s failure to keep you out of harm’s way. Therefore, we must
keep ourselves out of harm’s way.
If you feel that your safety and health are in jeopardy due to
cold or inclement weather, after first making an attempt to deliver
the mail, you should notify management of your concerns and inform them that you will be returning to the office with the mail
because it is unsafe to continue delivering. We’ll be there to help
you to deal with any unfounded consequences.

Download The NALC
Workhour Tracker App

The app allows real time basic clock ring entries such as “begin
tour,” “office and street moves” and “end tour.” It will automatically calculate the number of hours of straight time, overtime and penalty time you should be paid each pay period
based on the entries made. Once entries are made in the app,
the data will be available in the Members Only portal, where
it can be edited, and reports can be printed. Go to NALC.org
for more information. This tool is made available by NALC to
help to make sure our members are paid for the hours worked.
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Help Protect Your Job
Financial
Secretary

by Christine Strasser

Whether you are a retired, active, or a newly hired letter carrier, it is important to be aware of the threats against the United
States Postal Service and our income and benefits. The recent
news from Washington, DC will make the threats closer to a reality for any letter carrier or Postal Service employee.
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The news of the passing of Congressman Elijah Cummings on
October 17, 2019 was another setback to the interests of NALC.
Mr. Cummings served as the chair of the Committee on Oversight
and Reform. Chairman Cummings invited NALC President
Rolando to testify in front of his committee during a hearing entitled, “The Financial Condition of the Postal Service.” Chairman
Cummings supported letter carriers and agreed that legislation for
postal reform was necessary. Chairman Cummings believed that
reforming the Postal Service should not fall on the backs of postal
workers. He was a great friend of letter carriers, and will be sorely
missed.

These two most recent events, coupled with the ongoing attacks in 2018 from the White House Postal Task Force and the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB), made the threats
against the Postal Service and our jobs even more imminent. The
attacks include cuts to cost of living increases for retirees, a five
year retirement base, the elimination of the FERS annuity supplement, service cuts, the elimination of collective bargaining and the
privatization of the Postal Service.

On October 16, 2019, Postmaster General Megan Brennan an- There is no time better than now, to become involved in the
nounced her retirement, effective January 2020. Despite the many Letter Carrier Political Fund (LCPF). The LCPF supports memissues on which NALC and Ms. Brennan disagreed, the PMG un- bers of Congress who support the best interests of letter carriers.
derstood the importance of the United States Postal Service in our A small contribution from every member of NALC will enable us
communities and value of the service we provide to the public. to fight off the attacks. These issues are not partisan. We support
Ms. Brennan stood in agreement with NALC President Rolando those who support us, with no concern for political party. If you
during the recent Congressional testimony on the future of the already contribute, thank you. If not, please consider joining the
Postal Service.
fight.

Sign Up for the Letter
Carrier Political Fund
Now!!!
Your Job is in
Jeopardy!!!

Go to: http.//nalc.org/

By making a contribution to the Letter Carrier Political
fund, you are doing so voluntarily with the understanding
that your contribution is not a condition of membership in
the National Association of Letter Carriers or of employment by the Postal Service, nor is it part of union dues. You
have a right to refuse to contribute without any reprisal. The
Letter Carrier Political Fund will use the money it receives
to contribute to candidates for federal office and undertake
other political spending as permitted by law. Your selection shall remain in full force and effect until cancelled.
Contributions to the Letter Carrier Political Fund are not
deductible for federal income tax purposes. Federal law
prohibits the Letter Carrier Political Fund from soliciting
contributions from individuals who are not NALC members, executive and administrative staff or their families.
Any contribution received from such an individual will be
refunded to that contributor. Federal law requires us to use
our best efforts to collect and report the name, mailing address, occupation and name of employer of individuals
whose contributions exceed $200 in a calendar year.

Your NALC Health Plan
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Full-Time
Area Rep
by Pete Bednarz

Choosing the proper health insurance is a huge decision for
most letter carriers. Some of you may have had the same health insurance plan for a long time and not realized how the cost of health
insurance has skyrocketed over the years. The cost of premiums,
and in some cases, deductibles and co-payments have drastically
increased.This open season is no different, as most health plans
have increased the premiums. I challenge every single one of our
members to take a look at their pay stubs to see how much they are
paying for their health insurance. You may be paying too much.

All Branch 38 members, including retirees and newly converted regulars, are strongly urged to compare the NALC Health
Benefit Plan with all the other plans available. When you factor in
the quality service, excellent coverage and the affordable pricing
of the NALC Plan, it will become obvious that our union owned
and operated plan best serves the needs of you and your family.The best way to make an educated decision is to compare all
the plans on the OPM website. The OPM comparison tool will
show the difference in the price of the premiums, co-payments,
deductibles and catastrophic limits. The comparison tool is found
athttp://www.opm.gov/healthcare-insurance/healthcare/plan-information/compare-plans. I am confident that the comparison tool
will surprise you how much of a difference of overall savings you
can have by switching to the NALC Health Plan.

During the past two years, over 310 Branch 38 members
switched from other insurance plans to join the NALC Health Benefit Plan. Many of them were able to save over $100.00 dollars
per pay check or $2,600.00 per year just in premiums alone. Think
about what you can do with that kind of savings.
The Office of Personnel Management (OPM), has recently announced the premiums of all of the health plans that participate in
FEHB.
The rates for the NALC High Option Health Benefit Plan for 2020
are:
Self - $87.56 - (Code 321)
Self Plus One - $211.31 - (Code 323)
Family - $181.15 - (Code 322)
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The 2020 monthly annuitants pay for our retired members are:
Self- $196.82
Self Plus One- $473.01 Family- $408.94
It is strongly recommended that if you need coverage for yourself
and only one other family member, that you choose the Family
option. The coverage is exactly the same and it saves you money
over the Self Plus One option.

The NALC partners with CIGNA to use their vast network to
provide our members with access to over 2.6 million preferred
physicians, and thousands of preferred hospitals and facilities all
over the country. You can easily check to see if your current doctors are in the health plan by visiting the website
(www.nalchbp.org) or by calling 877-220-6252.

The NALC Health Plan is union-operated, union owned and
not-for- profit. It was started over 60 years ago as a benefit for all
NALC union members.While other insurance companies make
profits for their shareholders, our NALC Health Plan reinvests for
our members by improving coverage and keeping our premiums
low.

A couple of new improvements for this year will be the Telehealth and Telemental programs. These are virtual visits from
home or wherever you are with physicians, nurse practitioners,
psychiatrists or psychologists. For a low $10.00 co-payment, you
can be treated for minor conditions such as sinus problems, allergies, abrasions, minor wounds, or mental health issues. These new
programs could save you both time and money.

Current active letter carriers have 4 ways to enroll in the
NALC Health Plan.
1. Use computer or smart phone and go to https://liteblue.usps.gov
2. The Blue Page (Intranet) at work.
3. Employee Self-Service Kiosks located at some USPS facilities.
4. PostalEase by phone- call (877-477-3273) and enter Option 1.
(Need Pin #)

Annuitants and Retirees have 3 ways to enroll in the NALC
Health Plan.
1.Call Employee Express at 800-332-9798
2. Visit OPM's Open Season website at retireefehb.opm.gov
3. Submit a Standard 2809 to your Retirement office.

If you are a retiree and have Medicare as the primary payer
and the NALC Health Plan High Option, charges for services and
supplies are covered 100% between Medicare and the Plan.Why
would you stay with another health plan that charges you hundreds
of dollars more each month?

The NALC Health Benefit Plan is the third largest plan in
FEHB. It is not for profit, and it is run by union members. Do
yourself, your family and your pocketbook a favor. Compare!
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Branch Meeting Information & Directions

Meetings are held at 7:30 PM on the first Wednesday of each month, except July & August.
The Branch Meetings are held at:

ELKS BPO LODGE #2116
665 RAHWAY AVENUE
WOODBRIDGE, NJ 07095
732-634-2116
Directions:
SOUTH on Garden State Parkway. Take Exit #129 to Route 9 North to Woodbridge Exit (Just after the Forge Restaurant on your
right). At the end of the Exit Ramp, turn right onto Main Street (Route 514) and proceed until you reach a monument at City
Hall. Bear left onto Rahway Avenue. The Elks is @1/2 mile down the road on your left.

NORTH on Garden State Parkway. Take Exit #127 to Route 9 North and follow directions above.

NJ Turnpike. Take Exit 12 (Carteret). Bear right after toll booth and turn left at light after overpass. Proceed through industrial
park to Rahway Avenue and turn left. The Elks is 1 mile ahead on your right.

