
© 1968 Nature Publishing Group

NATURE, VOL 219. AUGUST 17. 1966 

short, it faces a crisis. So says the report of a presi­
dential commission on postal organization published 
recently (Towards Postal Excellence, US Government 
Printing Office, $1 ·25). The results are not surprising, 
but any radical change in the present system certainly 
will be. The commission calls for a total reorganization 
of the postal service on a self-supporting, non-political 
basis-a federally owned corporation operating like 
any other big business, supporting itself from its 
revenues, able to borrow in its own name to finance 
modern facilities and quick to identify and meet new 
market demands. 

These recommendations may seem obvious and 
long overdue, especially to the British observers, whose 
post office already reflects a business-like approach, 
but the present system is well entrenched in the United 
States and too many interests, especially Congress and 
the President, stand to lose by any major structural 
changes. President Johnson guardedly called the report 
"a sobering judgment on what is required to provide 
excellence in postal service in the years ahead" and 
passed it on to his most recent appointee as Postmaster 
General, ~arvin Watson-a former White House 
staff member and fellow Texan. 
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The commission, chaired by Frederick Kappel, 
retired chairman of the American Telephone and 
Telegraph Company, and including George Baker, 
dean of Harvard's School of Business Administration, 
had only praise for the employees themselves but felt 
that they were fighting a losing battle against an 
outmoded system. Lawrence F. O'Brien, Postmaster 
General at the time of the study, called the present 
operation a " race with catastrophe", but with nearly 
80,000 million pieces of mail handled last year and a 41 
per cent increase expected within ten years, catastrophe 
should be well in the lead before long. On the other 
hand, the commission estimated that postal costs 
could be reduced by at least 20 per cent and the entire 
postal deficit eliminated within a few years if the 

667 

service were run on the same managerial basis as that 
used by private industry. 

For a start, the only political appointments would be 
six of the nine members of the board of directors, 
appointed by the President and confirmed by the 
Senate. These six would then select the three executive 
members of the board, and the board as a whole, rather 
than Congress, would have the final authority to run 
the postal system. The present personnel system is at 
least two to three decades out of date-it now takes 
13 weeks to hire an employee, and a recent survey 
showed that 67 per cent of applicants in large cities 
did not wait around to complete the process. Career 
opportunities are limited-more than 80 per cent of 
all employees finish their career in the same grade 
level at which they started; an employee cannot earn 
promotion by merit, he cannot rise except within his 
original area, and without political help he cannot even 
rise to the top of his own post office; and the prasent 
system of supervision results in management "by the 
book"-"that some postmasters and supervisors do 
well is a tribute to them as individuals, not to the 
system they are able to outwit". 

The financial picture is equally bleak-no post­
master sees information about the total costs of his 
operations (and indeed such figures seem not to exist) 
and operations are conducted strictly on a man-hour 
basis so there is no incentive to invest in labour-saving 
machines. Appalled by the lack of such basic informa­
tion, the commission called for a management informa­
tion network to report the real operating costs and 
management control to motivate all workers toward 
cost-conscious operation. More savings should come, 
in the report's view, from an overhaul of the present 
irrational postal rate system. The present rates are 
set by Congress using a 43 year old cost ascertainment 
system in which every postal expense is charged, often 
arbitrarily, to a particular class of service. Instead, 
the commission recommends that the corporation 
forward rate proposals to a panel of technically qualified 
postal rate commissioners who in turn would review 
expert testimony from economists, engineers and 
accountants before sending their decision back to the 
board for final consideration. Congress would then 
have sixty days to veto the proposed rates. The 
commission emphasized that revenues from each class 
of mail must cover the full costs of providing the 
service; remaining institutional costs would be 
apportione_d on the basis of market factors such as the 
nature of the services and the differing demand. These 
recommendations are likely to prove the most 
difficult to put into effect, although they would benefit 
the largest number of people, because Congress will 
be under strong pressure from the powerful business 
lobbies that have long benefited from the heavily 
subsidized rates for newspapers and advertising. 

Number Crunching 
THE British computer industry chose the meeting in 
Edinburgh last week of the International Federation of 
Computer Processing to flex some of its newly found 
muscles. International Computers Limited (ICL), the 
company formed in March this year by International 
Computers and Tabulators, English Electric and 
Plessey announced a new machine more powerful than 
Atlas by a factor between seven and ten, depending on 
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how the comparison is made. The plan for a national 
network for the transmission of data over telephone 
lines, which is being put forward by a computer group 
at the National Physical Laboratory (Nature, 218, 806 ; 
1968), was also aired at Edinburgh. 

The new ICL machine, the 1908A, is the latest mem­
ber of the 1900 series. By juggling with the com­
ponent parts of the 1908A, so that it has two central 
processors instead of one, it can be made available as 
a single system having up to twenty times the power of 
Atlas-the biggest British computer at present. So 
far, two 1908As have been spoken for, both by the 
Computer Board, a government body which promotes 
the use of computers in the universities and research 
councils. These two machines are expected to be ready 
for delivery in 1972, when they will presumably form 
the nucleus of computing facilities available to the 
universities in the 1970s. The question of what large 
computers the Computer Board has been going to buy 
now seems to be settled, and the board must be pleased 
that it has been able to order British machines. 

The design of the 1908A is based on earlier members 
of the 1900 series, principally the 1906A which was 
announced in September last year. Two 1906A 
machines have already been ordered by the Computer 
Board. The superior power of the 1908A compared 
with Atlas lies in its use of high speed integrated 
circuits and a fast main store based on thin film 
t echniques. 

The system for data transmission now being 
developed by the National Physical Laboratory is to 
improve the link between the computer and its remote 
users. A smaller version of part of the proposed net­
work is being built at the NPL where it will serve as an 
internal data transmission service within the laboratory 
complex, and as a test of the design of the network. 
The advantage of a network such as this is that it 
makes more efficient use of existing telephone lines 
than present means of data transmission, like the 
Datel system run by the Post Office. In essence, the 
new system envisaged by the NPL has computers at the 
intersections of the telephone lines to control the 
switching of data to its destinations, and each block of 
data contains information about its source and its 
destination, so that data can be transmitted rapidly 
from place to place. Such a network for high speed 
data communication, linking twenty towns, would cost 
perhaps £10 million. A system such as this is becoming 
attractive now that much of the cost of using multi­
access computers---for the more remote user at least­
is in the price of the trunk call to the machine. Cus­
tomers who are well away from the computer bureaux 
in London pay £3 per hour for the trunk call to the 
computer, while the charge for using the computer 
itself, in the case of Time Sharing Ltd, is about £6 
per hour. For this reason Time Sharing Ltd is discus­
sing with the Post Office a plan to bring all the data 
from its customers in the Manchester area to its 
London computer along a single private line. This 
involves a multiplexer at the Manchester end to inter­
leave the data from the various sources before trans­
mitting it to London. 

None too soon, the Post Office has become aware of 
the way the demand for data transmission facilities is 
expanding, and together with the Ministry of Tech­
nology is starting a study of the services which will be 
required in the future. A market survey of the 
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demand for data transmission services over the next 
fifteen years is to be carried out for the Post Office in 
the next eight months by a firm of consultants, Scien­
tific Control Systems Ltd, who will report the results to 
the Post Office research and development teams. 

Now that a plethora of separate data communication 
networks is being set up, by the banks and the 
airlines, for example, this news from the GPO is 
welcome. 

Space Race for the Poor 
WHATEVER advantages the distant future may offer 
from the manned exploration of space, it is clear that 
the present benefits of the space race are few and 
far between. For one thing, rich countries have a lot 
less money to spare for aid to developing countries. 
For another, the American space effort with its exor­
bitant demands on scientific manpower is a major 
sink for the brain drain, a phenomenon which hurts 
the developing countries far more than it does 
European ones. 

The United Nations, unable to stop the space race 
or its side effects, has now apparently decided to 
placate the juggernaut by saying what a good thing 
it is. A fortnight's conference is being held this month 
in Vienna under the title "Space Science and Tech­
nology-Benefits to Developing Countries". The 
introductory pamphlet to the conference describes in a 
style of sustained optimism the cornucopia of tech­
nological blessings which future satellite systems will 
rain down on the poor and rich alike. 

In the near future, reflector satellites will shed light 
on the night earth, the pamphlet says, and "by pro­
viding illumination for construction, lumbering, fishing 
and other outdoor industries, could conceivably have 
an important effect on the economic growth of the 
developing nations" . The pamphlet does not discuss 
the catastrophic effect of such a satellite on biological 
rhythms, nor does it explain in what manner night­
time fishing and lumbering will boost any nation's 
economy. Limited by its title to discussing only the 
benefits of the space race, the pamphlet avoids any 
discussion of its economic consequences. Predictions 
of future benefits are supported by liberal quotations 
from Arthur C. Clarke and unnamed experts. As a 
preview to a conference, the pamphlet seems more 
fitted to a convention of science fiction writers than a 
meeting to discuss the needs of developing countries. 

The agenda for the conference does little to inspire 
the hope that the needs of poorer nations will be heard. 
Of nearly 200 addresses, a mere 11 are to be delivered 
by speakers from developing countries. A considerable 
part of the conference's attention will be devoted to 
communications satellites but without, apparently, 
discussing the question of the allocation of parking 
orbits for synchronous satellites or a wider membership 
for COMSAT. The only comment the pamphlet can 
offer is that "international cooperation in space is 
obviously a very complicated problem", too compli­
cated, evidently, for the conference to risk dissension 
in discussing it. Since almost all questions of impor­
tance are excluded from the agenda of the conference, 
the developing countries can expect very little good 
from it ; they are unlikely in any case to be persuaded 
that the space race has anything but harm to offer to 
them in present circumstances. 
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