A special IRC,
adapied from
the Beijing type
Il design, has
been produced
to mark the
cenfenary of the
International

Reply Coupon

The sixth Unwersal Postal Unlon Congress held in Rome in 1906
introduced a new worldwide postal service—the International Reply
Coupon, better known as the ‘IRC'. The first was put on sale on

1 October 1907, a century ago. Jean-Louis Emmenegger looks at this
original postal document which was proposed by the British Post Office

t the 1906 UPU Congress the delegates approved a plan for the mroduction of an
international postal document which would have the following characteristics. [t was to

be named the Intemational Reply Coupon® (IRC) and would bear the UPU form number
“C22" (later *CN 017, this ‘small paper document” would be sold by all post offices of all
postal administrations that were members of the UPU. [t would be sold against cash pay-
ment in the local corrency, and the selling post office had to postmark the IRC showing
where and when it was sold. The customer would then be able to send this [RC to almaost
any country in the world so that the recipient could pay for the retum postage costs (by
surface mail) by simply presenting the IRC at his post office as payment of the postage
on his letter. The post office was obliged to accept it. When cashed, the post office had

to cancel the IRC.

Postmarked at left

The selling post office cancelled the TRC
on the left of the form and this explains
why most IRC's are found in this form.
Mint IRC’s (bearing no cancellation ar
all} or ‘double cancelled” TRC's (bearing
two different postmarks, the 'selling” post-
mark and the ‘receiving” postmark from
two different countries) are uncommaon
but not rane.

The IRC should be placed in context
with the perdod of its birth in the 1900s,
At the time the UPL was orying o develop
postal exchanges among its member coun-

tries by implementing new services and
rules o be followed by all members. In
this connection, other such services were
‘Registered Mail” (acceptance, delivery,
indemuity in case of loss, ewc) and the
“Addvice of Delivery” service (with the spe-
cial AR cards). For the imtroduction of
IRC's, a complicated system of exchange
rates among the numerous different cur-
rencies around the world had to be organ-
ised: the cost of a letter abroad had to
be calculated in each currency, to make
selling and cashing possible.
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Seven different types of IRC

The IRC design that was adopted at the

1906 Congress is known as the "Rome’

type and during the following WHF years

there have been seven different designs,

These are:

1y Rome type approved ar the 06 UPL
Congress in Rome. This fust dedgn was
issued on 1 October 1907 and sold wneil
September 1925,

2) Stockholm type (approved at the eighth
UPU Congress in Stockholm in 1924,
issued in October 1925 and sold until June
1950, It lnoked like the Rome tpe, but was
slightly smaller in size. It is often regoded
as an amended ‘Rome” ype rather than a
new design.

3) Londomn rype (approved at the ninth UPLT
Congress in London in 1929, isued on 1
July 1950 and sold until December 1964,

4) Vienma type fapproved at the 15th UPL
Congress in Vienna in 1964 and issued
in_January 1965, It remained on sale until
December 1974).

5} Lavsanne type fapproved ar the 17th UPL
Congress in Lausamne in 1974 and issued

G.5.M. October 2007



in Jamuary 1975, The sane form was on
sale in all UPL countries. The sile price
was not ohliged to be shown

6) Beijing ope [ japproved at the UPU
Congress in Beijing in 199 and isaied on
I January 2002, The siae is Lager, a limit
of validity and the name of the counry ane
included. This fonm was ako barcoded and
had an expiry date of 31 December 2006,

7) Bedjing type I {issued and sold since 1 July
M. Mew dedgn with a hologram. Valid
until 31 December 20081

Design

On the first ypes, the name of the country
is shown in French and the countys lan-
guage—Switzerdand has its name in three lan-
guages!—together with the value of the IRC
in the countrys conencyand the name of the
printer. Actext, both in the natoml baguage
(upper part) and in French, the UPL official
Language, can be found on the front, On the
IRCs sold by the French Post Office, only a
French text is shown.

Om the reverse the text is printed in differ-
ent hinguages depending on the IRC's tpe.
For example, on the Rome type sold by the
Swiss Post, there is German, English, Spanish
and Ilian, Then Iolian disappears, and
on the London type sold by the Swiss Post,
we find the new languages adopted by the
UPL; Arabic, Chinese and Russian, totalling
six languages. With French and the mtonal
Language on the front, we geta wial of eight
langmuagres!

Thene is an imprint found on each of the
IRC's issued from 1907 to 1992V, Benziger
& Co AG., Emsiedeln” which changes w
‘Benziger & Cie 5.4, Einsiedeln” (with shght
differences between the IRC pes). Later,
the imprint disappeas. ‘Benziger” is the
name of the printer, a small company located
in Einsiedeln, a rumal village in the canton of
Schwyz, in central Switeedand. This printer
produced all the IRC's from 1907 w 1992, In
19493, another company was commisioned
but this printer clossd down in 1995,

Changes for the Lausanne type
On the first four IRC types—from  the Rome
to the Vienna—the name of the counoy
always appears on the front, But this dis-
appeared on 31 December 1974, as the
Lavsanne UPU Congress decided that the
new ype—the Lausnne ppe—would no
longer bear the name of the country, Instead,
Union Postale Universelle’, with the UPL
emblem, would feature in the design. To the
right, is the inscdption "COUPON-REPONSE
INTERNATIONAL in French.

An important change was also adoped
regarding the text on the front only the
French text now appears, and the text in the
natiomal language was removed. But the six
other foreign languages stll remain on the
baack. All this is the wesalt of & more modern
way of managing (by the UPU) all the IRC's
circulating in the world. From the Lasanne
type on, the value of the [RC is lefi o the
Postal adminisraton and could be printed
directly by the IRC's printer, by a local printer,
by band by the postal cledk, etc. They can also
be sold without any printed value.

It is interesting to note that the USSR and
its satellites pever participated in the TRC
systemn and the People’s Republic of China
only adopted the sestem in 1995, There are
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Beijing type I with barcode on front, and Beijing type Il designs

earlier Chinese IRCs dating back o the years
of the cvil war (from 1946 o 1948} but usu-
ally these sell for high prices.

Overprinted types

To accommodate changes in currencies,
exchange mtes, ete, IRC's could be over-
printed with new values, with the authorisa-
o of the mtbonal postal adminisration,
sometimes with a manuscapt comrection wiit-
ten by the postal derk or applied by rubber
stanp, or with a stamp affixed on the front
o make-up the new value (this practice has
been followed by Argentima). Some [RC's
have been overprinted  twice, following two
revaluations.

Through the decades, many changes
ooored in the list of the IRCAssuing coun-
ries: some countries clunged their mme
and others became independent. Such
changes can be taced through the TRC's.
Sometimes, the new mme of the countbry
waes onverprinted on the ‘old” IRC, until new
anes were prepared. Some other countries
Just disappeared, such as Palestine, Danedig,
BesniaHereégovim, etc. Other IRCs were
used abroad, Genman (Rreichspost) coupons
were sold and cancelled by German post
affives in Turkey, for example.

The ‘special’ RC's

In addition to the IRCs of the UPU, there
is another family of Reply Coupons: those
issued by ‘special postal unions”. France and
its former colonies, and the United Kingdom
and Commorwealth countries, for example.
Both issued their own Reply Coupons, whose
selling and exchanging validity was reswricted
o the countries concemed.

The French Reply Coupons group has
four different caegories: ‘Couponaréponse
Franco-Colonial’, *Coupon-iponse Union
Francaise’, ‘Couponadéponse Commumaunteé
Francaise” and the “Type E (stll in use
for France, Monaco, Andorm, Mayotte, and
SOME OWerseas erritories).

The special United Kingdom  Reply
Coupons group has two different categor-
ies: the RCs marked 'IMPERIAL REPLY
COUPON and the RCS isued for and
valid in  the ‘Budsh  Commonwealth
of MNations” only. The Latter bear the text
COMMONWEALTH REPLY COUPON’
and Valid only for exchange between the
countries of the Commonwealth’,

Other categories of nonUPU Reply
Coupons include the reply coupons that
were used betveen Spain and its colonices,
thos: (wo types) ussd between Japan and
Manchuria (from 26 Jamuary 1936 w 8
August 1945), the special reply coupons valid
between Japan and the Ryukya Islnds, the
coupons valid among the countries of the
‘Amencan-Spanish Postal Union”, and those
valid among the countries members of the
‘Araby Postal Union”,

The latest type

On 1 July 2006, the curent UPU IRC
(Beijing type ) was placed on sale. It is this
type that vou should be able to oy at your

IRC’s used by ‘Special Postal Unions’: UK, France and Japan

local post office. This IRC & available from
post offices in more than 70 countries. They
will be exchangeable up to 31 December
2008 in all UPU member countries, The
new dedgn feanres two fingers about o
touch, framed in a postage samp, the image
was inspired by the famous Michelangelo
waork adoming the Sistine Chapel ceiling and
symbolises the nobors of commumnication
and exrhange that the Intermational Reply
Coupon represents,

The centenary

Today, about 70 UPU member countries sell
IRC's at their post office banches imagine
the opportunity for research thar field opens!
You can either study and collect the IRCs of
a specific country, or a group of countries,
or a continent. You can also collect a special
kind of IRC, those issued to mark the 10kh
amniversary for example; UPL counties will
be allowed to overprint their IRCs with a spe-
cial inscription 1972007 100 yeas of the
IRC s Has somebody already scen one of the
amniversary IRC pes? Let's start the search!




The IRC's in brief

When one writes a letter and requests a reply, it is comsidered polite o endose a self-
addressed stamped envelope. This works well when both persons live in the same country,
Hewever, if they ane of different countes, the enclosed postage samp will not be salid.
This wechnical problem was solved in 1906 when the Universal Postal Union (UPU), dur-
ing its Congress in Rome, introduced the “Tntenmational Reply Coupon” senice. As the
senvice began before the days of airmail, the earliest coupons could only be redeemed for
asinglearate ordinary postage stamp to a foreign country. Today, TRC's are exchangeable
in all member countries of the UPLU for the minimuam postage for a priority item oran
unregistered airmail letter sent to a foreign country.

The UPUs Intermational Burean processes several million coupons each vear and
deals with all accounting procedures. The Intematioml Burean does oot sell TRC's
directly to customers. They must buy them from their local post office. Although UPL
member postal services are not obliged o s IRC's, it is mandatory for post offices in the
UPU member countries to exchange the coupons for postage.

Catalogues and books wylemeniation o catalogue By André Hurne,

L. An ilhstrated Trad Lising of the fopenal Ed. Académie de Philatéle (France), June
Reply Coupons & Commonuenth Reply 007, 270 pages, Orders must be sent o Mis
Coupon s Published in 2005 by and edited Brigitte Abensar, 8 rue des Fossés, F-h4700
by Peter Robin, 45 pages, black and white PontseMousson, France, Email brigitte.
illustmtions, colour cover. Available from abenar@wanadoo fr (price 45 euros)
the author at PO Box 353, Bala Cyrmavd, Referemces
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