There are 13 Area Monitors.  Some are P/C/Cs and some are P/V/Cs, all with many years of experience in squadron and district jobs as well as national.  None can have their own district to prevent any favoritism towards friends.  The number of districts (and all their squadrons) varies from 1 to 5 for an Area Monitor.  Area Monitors are reimbursed the same as D/Cs and DEOs for national meetings.  Usually only about 7 are able to attend any one meeting.  An average or typical cost would have to be obtained from the Treasurer but it is nowhere near $25,000.
Information on how to write and what to write is sent to each squadron and district commander each year and are now under Merit Mark Resources under Merit Mark Monitors on usps.org.

There are no specific hours required.  Hours are used as secondary information by the Area Monitor.  What has been done by the member is the primary information used by the Area Monitor.  The final judge on the merits of each individual is up to the Chief Commander.
The Area Monitors meet with the Chief Commander at each national meeting to review his thoughts on what he considers an adequate “substantial” contribution to USPS.  The Area Monitors hold a Round Robin on what they feel are borderline recommendations in order to make all their recommendations to the Chief Commander as uniform as possible.

