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End-of-year mental health reflection
It is hard to believe that we are 

closing out on the last month of 
the year, which means that this 

is my final Postal Record article for 
2020. I believe most people are ready 
for 2020 to be a distant memory, but 
unfortunately, regardless of time 
passing, we will carry the effects of 
this year well into the future.  

According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), during 
June of 2020, U.S. adults reported con-
siderably elevated mental health con-
ditions associated with the COVID-19 
pandemic. Younger adults, racial/
ethnic minorities, essential workers 
and unpaid adult caregivers reported 
having experienced disproportion-
ately worse mental health outcomes, 

increased substance use and elevated suicidal ideation. 
Mental and physical health are equally important compo-

nents of overall health. Moreover, mental illness, especially 
depression, increases the risk for many types of physical 
health problems, particularly long-lasting conditions such 
as stroke, Type 2 diabetes and heart disease. 

First, let’s consider: What is mental health? Mental health 
consists of a person’s emotional, psychological and social well-
being.  It affects how we think, feel and act. It also helps deter-
mine how we handle stress, relate to others and make choices. 

Everyone goes through changes in their emotions, thoughts 
and behavior from time to time. But when these changes make 
you less able to function on a day-to-day basis, then it is time 
to talk to a doctor or mental health professional. Symptoms 
can vary depending on each individual’s situation, but some 
signify that it is time to seek help. These include: feelings of 
depression, anxiety, excessive anger; sadness or crankiness 
that last longer than normal; withdrawing from friends and 
family; loss of interest in things you normally enjoy; thoughts 
of self-harm; and increased substance abuse. These can all 
be warning signs of mental illness.   

If you have any concerns about your mental health, or ex-
perience any of these symptoms, there is help available—
you are not alone. With appropriate support, you can identify 
mental health conditions and receive appropriate treatment. 
Please, do not wait.  

High Option members
If you are a member of the NALC High Option Plan, please 

reach out to OptumHealthSM Behavioral Solutions by calling 
877-468-1016, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. This toll-free 
number gets you right to OptumHealth  Behavioral Solutions 
dedicated customer service department, which is staffed with 

professionals who can give you immediate and confidential as-
sistance. OptumHealth Behavioral Solutions is a nationally rec-
ognized leader specializing in providing behavioral health care 
and substance abuse services. It consists of more than 6,500 fa-
cilities nationwide and more than 225,000 in-network clinicians.   

You also can schedule tele-mental health/virtual visits 
for added convenience. To locate an in-network tele-mental 
health provider, call Optum at 877-468-1016. You also can  
visit liveandworkwell.com to locate a tele-mental health pro-
vider and find other member resources. The portal provides 
access to self-management tools, prevention programs, ed-
ucational materials, videos and more to help members man-
age chronic diseases, find ways to alleviate stress, and take 
charge of their overall health and well-being.

CDHP/Value Option members
No matter which plan you are enrolled in, there is help. 

We understand that mental and emotional well-being is es-
sential to overall health. Cigna Behavioral Health network for 
the NALC Health Benefit Plan CDHP and Value Option Plan 
has more than 327,000 in-network clinicians, 6,000 in-net-
work facilities and 20,000 in-network clinics.

The website mycigna.com provides convenient, confiden-
tial and open access to information you need, when you 
need it. An online search tool also is available to help you 
find an in-network clinician. If you call 855-511-1893, a spe-
cialist can help you identify the nature of your problem and 
match you with an in-network provider who has the appro-
priate experience to help with your specific needs.

Taking advantage of these services can help you deal with 
the stressful and challenging situations of everyday life and 
assist you in managing a wide range of mental health and 
substance use disorder conditions, including:

•	 Physical/emotional abuse 
•	 Depression and/or anxiety
•	 Alcohol and drug addiction 
•	 Eating disorders 
•	 Alzheimer’s disease and dementia 
•	 Post-traumatic stress disorder  
•	 Schizophrenia 
•	 Bipolar disorder 
•	 Stress 

As one of my favorite childhood characters, Winnie the 
Pooh, said, “I always get to where I’m going by walking away 
from where I have been.” 

Let’s walk away from 2020 together, look toward the fu-
ture, seek help when we need it, support and help others, re-
alize that it’s OK to not be OK, and commit to improving our 
physical and mental health, no matter where we have been. 

On behalf of the NALC Health Benefit Plan, I want to wish you 
and your families a great holiday season and happy New Year.

Stephanie 
Stewart

“You can earn valuable health 
savings to use toward eligible 
medical expenses.”
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When an assignment is temporarily vacant for five days 
or more, a special procedure called “opting” grants cer-
tain letter carriers the right to “hold-down” the assign-

ment for the duration of the vacancy. This article will explain the 
rules and regulations covering the opting process. 

The 2014 USPS-NALC Joint Contract Administration Manual 
(JCAM) explains which assignments are available on page 41-12:

Duty Assignments Eligible for Opting 

Vacancies in full-time Grade One assignments, including Re-
serve Regular assignments, are available for opting.

Due to the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) Re: Pay 
Schedule Consolidation, letter carriers occupying Grade One 
assignments were slotted into the equivalent step in Grade 
Two of their respective pay schedules. As a result of this MOU, 
no assignments are currently classified as Grade One. For the 
purposes of applying the opting language, regular full-time 
routes are the equivalent of former Grade One assignments. 
Temporarily vacant “carrier technician” assignments are not 
available for opting under this provision. Instead, these as-
signments are filled in accordance with Article 25.

Articles 41.2.B.3 and 41.2.B.4, found on pages 116-117 of 
the 2016 National Agreement, define which employees are 
eligible to opt on available temporary vacancies:

3. Full-time reserve letter carriers, and any unassigned full-time 
letter carriers whose duty assignment has been eliminated in 
the particular delivery unit, may exercise their preference by use 
of their seniority for available craft duty assignments of antici-
pated duration of five (5) days or more in the delivery unit within 
their bid assignment areas, except where the local past practice 
provides for a shorter period. 

4. Part-time flexible letter carriers may exercise their preference 
by use of their seniority for vacation scheduling and for available 
full-time craft duty assignments of anticipated duration of five 
(5) days or more in the delivery unit to which they are assigned. 
City carrier assistants may exercise their preference (by use of 
their relative standing as defined in Section 1.f of the General 
Principles for the Non-Career Complement in the Das Award) for 
available full-time craft duty assignments of anticipated dura-
tion of five (5) days or more in the delivery unit to which they 
are assigned that are not selected by eligible career employees.

Except where a local past practice provides for a shorter pe-
riod, vacancies lasting less than five days need not be filled 
as hold-downs. Clarifying the meaning of this five-day require-
ment, National Arbitrator Clark Kerr held that opting is permitted 
when vacancies are expected to include five or more workdays, 
rather than vacancies that span a period of five calendar days 
but may have fewer than five days of scheduled work. These 
anticipated five days may include a holiday (M-00237).

M-00237, as well as many other key contractual “M” docu-
ments, can be found in the Materials Reference System (MRS) 
at nalc.org/mrs.


