Postal Facilities Database Workgroup

The final meeting of the Facilities Database workgroup took place on April 24.  Peter Moore made a summary statement on how the group got started, why it was put together.  Specifically, mailers needed better information about postal facilities that process their mail.  There have been hard copy surveys in the past to capture information about postal buildings and no real methodology to determine if the information is accurate.

There are plans to expand into Web applications with two components in which mailers are most interested.  One portion, Drop Ship Web, provides a matrix of what mail (by class, shape and rate) should be deposited at what location.  The other portion, electronic Facilities Profile Database (eFPD) (a supplemental file), collects information on the physical characteristics of the building, as well as information on hours of operation and services offered at that facility. 







The “What goes Where?” portion (Drop Ship Web) is currently being derived from information on the location of carriers.  In addition, the delivery unit entry parcel locations are being calculated and the exception lists from the DMM incorporated.  The Facility Characteristics portion has used the hard copy Facility Profile survey, updates to the existing POMS application, and an interim web application for update.  A more robust web application is being rolled out over the summer that will enhance the ability to collect data about those facilities. 

Susan Hawes provided a progress report on both applications.  Progress to date is as follows:

Drop Ship Web

Since the last meeting, the development work has been completed.  A couple of USPS field users who came from sites with more than one building reviewed the Web site and provided an endorsement.  The Web site has now been moved from the development server to the first of the test production servers.  There will be testers trying to make the web site do things it shouldn’t as well as a test of the automatic loads of ZIP Code, carrier route and building data from the Address Management database.

Once the testing has been completed, the site will enter the certification process.  Certification testing will begin during the last weeks of production testing.  Once certification is complete, the site will be opened to the field.  In the meantime, the field is being solicited for the employees who will be maintaining the site.  Some documentation and a video is being produced to assist the users in performing the maintenance work.  The current plan is to allow the field 30 days to update the data and then another 30 days to verify that the changes made were accurate.   The new product should be available concurrent with the September AIS product cycle. 

Eric Seaberg provided a demonstration of the web site.  He showed how each ZIP Code has a default facility assigned to it, based on the relationship between ZIP Codes and facilities found in the Address Management System database.  Field users will select from a list of Content Identifier Numbers (CIN) to list the exceptions to the default.  The addition of new ZIP Codes, facilities, and CINs will be controlled by Address Management, both headquarters and field.

A CD was provided to attendees containing a sample file format for the new Drop Ship ZIP Carrier file.  The CD also contained sample data for all three files which comprise the Drop Shipment product, the Address, ZIP Carrier and Supplemental files, as well as a copy of the CIN list and descriptions.  Copies of the CD will also be mailed to current Drop Shipment Customers.  Susan asked the members to provide comment on the proposed layout of the file.  There was some discussion about the continued production of the existing product files.  Susan also asked users to comment on that.  The expectation is to transition customers to the new file as rapidly as possible.  A suggestion was made that the old product be discontinued after January 1, 2002.

electronic Facility Profile Database

eFPD will be field-tested in the coming weeks, with a full rollout planned for late summer. 

National Facilities DB (Information Platform)

David Keith made a presentation on the bigger facility database project.  An outside firm has made an assessment and discovered multiple databases being maintained in a stovepipe manner.  They provided recommendations on steps to take to link the existing databases together, allowing things to be grouped by functional area.

However, this project has been caught by the freeze on capital spending.  While the Capital Review Committee agreed with the importance of the project, it did not meet the criteria set for FY 2001 funding.  It is expected to be high on the priority list for FY 2002 funding.  David also added that the committee had recommended a Decision Analysis Report be completed and they are working on that this fiscal year.

Peter commended the efforts of both groups.  He urged that the progress continue, reminding the group that Jack Potter was the corporate sponsor.  David referenced a letter, dated April 4, that was sent by Mr. Nolan and Mr. Potter to all USPS Officers and all field Vice-Presidents concerning these efforts. 

Peter also urged that the Postal Service continue to pursue identifying the type of equipment located at each facility.  He suggested that mailers might modify their packaging and preparation choices if the mailer knew what type of equipment would be processing their mailings.  One solution suggested was to link postal ‘operation numbers’ to each facility.  Equipment located at the facility could be inferred from the operation numbers.

Peter asked if there would be a mechanism present to report problems with the data.  Eric suggested using the existing NCSC email address for reporting problems (incsc@email.usps.com).  Problems can then be redirected to the appropriate area for resolution.

Another issue needing resolution is the ‘requirement’ to take the mailing(s) to different places.  Currently, the mailer is only required to take a mailing to one location.  Once the new product is available, will the Postal Service require mailers to go to more than one location?  That is doubtful at this point, but especially complex processing operations (multiple buildings spread out all over town) may feel a need for redirection.  This issue will be worked through as mailers get a feel for what is really happening at the multiple location facilities.

It was decided to put together a small user group to help advise the Postal Service on changes to the Drop Shipment product.  This would include future changes to media and include eventual internet fulfillment of a customized product offering.  Issues relating to data freshness or enhancements to the current product will also be subjects for the user group.  Several attendees volunteered to participate.  This work will occur outside of the MTAC framework, at a schedule to be determined by the Postal Service.

The subject of integrating this facility information into the Drop Shipment Appointment System (DSAS), especially in light of the planned expansion of DSAS to some of the larger delivery units.  Since the DSAS application is being supported by the NCSC, Eric did not believe there should be too much difficulty in doing so, and he indicated that he would start discussions with the Internet group towards determining the feasibility of this idea. 

Peter closed the meeting by announcing that the work group’s purpose had been achieved.  A new improved product is in the works.  The Postal Service has plans to expand the Facilities Database concept to a more comprehensive data collection.  The commitment of senior management to direct the field to specific tasks as well as pursuing the funding commitment in the future is accomplished.  Peter declared the task complete and the group terminated.

Line of Travel (LOT) Workgroup

Michelle Denny, USPS, attending the GCA Conference in San Antonio, stated that the LOT 5% tolerance rule would be applied at mailing level, and not the carrier route level as the current DMM wording would indicate. She further said that a Federal Register was forthcoming that would contain the new proposed DMM wording. 

There has been no change in the USPS position on ‘reverse’ sequence. It is still considered a FATAL error.

The USPS has indicated its willingness to aid mailers in their attempts to demonstrate line of travel compliance. To explore options that would help in this regard a LOT meeting will be held in Washington, DC, in May:

Wednesday, May 16th

USPS Headquarters, L'Enfant Plaza.

Room 4841

9:00 am - 11:00 am 

Mailers wishing to attend should advise Noel Wickham (847-598-8304) no later than Wednesday, May 9th.

ACS Workgroup

A Postal Service test was initiated last summer, in two delivery facilities in New Jersey. The purpose of the test was to evaluate the impact of moving all forwarding mail from the Delivery Unit into the Computer Forwarding Site (CFS). The workgroup toured the Computer Forwarding Site, during the test.

A key observation was that the mail being sent to the CFS operation did not contain significant volumes of mail of a type most interesting to the workgroup. The bulk of the piece volumes appeared to be unendorsed First-Class single piece mail. My closing opinion was that the effect of transitioning all mail to the CFS would dramatically increase the volumes to be handled there. As a consequence – while the Postal Service might choose to go forward with this transition – the decision would not be lightly taken.

At that meeting there was also a discussion of a possibility that appeared to have merit, brought forward by Jim Wilson. The basic concept called for the creation of a new ACS endorsement which would have no specific service definition: e.g. ACS Service Requested.” The point of this endorsement is that it would require the piece to be forwarded to the CFS operation in order for it to be properly handled.

The CFS processing would be amended to assign different services to different ACS ID Codes. A single mailer could have a series of different ID Codes, which would be assigned according to the desires for a particular mailing. For example ID Code 1 would request “Address Change Service” while code 2 would call for “Return Service Requested.” In this scenario the CFS computer interpretation of the mailer ID code would lead to different services being provided to the mailer.

Following the MTAC meeting  Mr. Wilson agreed to document his concept so that it may be distributed to the work group. I expect to, first, have a conference call regarding the contents of the concept paper. Following this call a meeting of the workgroup will be convened, probably in Memphis, to begin discussion of the implementation requirements of this change.

USPS/MTAC 11-digit barcode for flats work group

The USPS/MTAC 11-digit barcode for flats work group held its first meeting at Postal Headquarters in Washington, DC on April 23, 2001.  There were nine postal attendees and four from the industry.  The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the Postal Service’s long-term need of 11-digit barcodes and surface any known impediments.

The Postal Service reported that a decision has been made not to pursue the flat bundle collator.  Three different prototypes were tested over the past year, but all of them fell significantly short of the processing goal of 6,000 pieces per hour.  In short, the technology exists, but not at an adequate speed to warrant moving forward with the bundle collator concept.

It is still the Postal Service’s intention to DPS flats.  However, the implementation date likely will be no earlier than the fall of 2004.  Although an 11-digit barcode likely would not be required before that time, the USPS indicated they would like to see mailers move to an 11-digit barcode before that time.  The decision whether to require an 11-digit barcode for flats is not necessarily predicated on the timeline for delivery point sequencing of flats.  One reason for requiring an 11-digit barcode prior to operating in a DPS environment would be to gain an improved depth of code and accuracy of the underlying address.  Another possible reason might be to gain interim operational efficiencies by being able to sort more mail to firm holdouts.  The industry attendees agreed with the need for better address accuracy, but advised the USPS that an 11-digit barcode would not necessarily provide better address accuracy.  Industry attendees pointed out that current address matching software tools utilize the ZIP+4 product and therefore attempt to match only against ZIP+4 ranges as opposed to specific delivery points.  Additional information regarding address accuracy is provided later in the minutes.  

The Postal Service’s short-term flats strategy focuses on using the AFSM 100 for incoming secondary sortation.  Delivery point sequencing of flats will not occur until the USPS deploys some type of second generation of flats automation equipment.  One possible mechanism is the Flats Sequencer System (FSS).  Such a system likely would be centralized at the P&DCs and would be used to delivery point sequence the majority of flats for certain ZIP Codes (automated zones).  The process to delivery point sequence flats would be similar to that of letters – two passes will be required to sequence the mail.  However, the approach for flats may be slightly different from letters in that only a certain percentage of the flats will be sequenced for each zone.  The major similarity to letters is that carrier route sorted flats would have little to no value for those 5-digit ZIP Codes identified as automated zones.    

At this time, the USPS does not know if and when an 11-digit barcode will be required for flats, nor do they have a time line for when that decision will be made.  The industry acknowledged there are no technological obstacles to producing an 11-digit barcode, but three potential impediments were surfaced.

· Many mailers may want a financial incentive to convert from a 9- to an 11-digit barcode.  After all, the 11-digit barcode will provide additional benefits to the USPS, so many mailers likely will want commensurate rewards.  There was much discussion about the current barcode discounts and many attendees felt current pricing does not adequately reflect the address quality inherent in the barcode.  The industry attendees felt the rates for barcoding need to be revisited to ensure adequate incentives and rewards are provided for address quality.  In addition, if the USPS wants better address quality, then they should encourage more widespread usage of tools like the delivery sequence file (DSF).  If the USPS ultimately requires the usage of DSF for 11-digit barcodes, then a financial incentive would be needed to offset the costs of DSF processing.  (Note:  The USPS does not require mailers to use DSF processing to meet the 11-digit barcode requirement for letters, so it is uncertain whether they would do so for flats).  As for the adequacy of current barcode discounts, there are many cases today where the pass-through of cost avoidance from barcoding already exceeds 100 percent.     

· Current address matching software does not incorporate DSF, so addresses are matched only to the ZIP+4 range.  Likewise, there is no incentive for mailers to obtain DSF processing from one of the ten DSF licensees.  New address management tools scheduled for release this fall have the potential of making DSF data available to more mailers.  For instance, the delivery point validation (DPV) tool will allow a mailer to determine if a given address is a valid delivery point.  The USPS has yet to announce the pricing for these new tools.  Industry attendees stressed the importance of setting a low price point in order to encourage widespread usage, which could yield better address quality overall.

· There could be a potential problem with paper labels.  Barcodes printed at a pitch of 22 likely will exceed the three-inch width of the paper label.  Barcodes printed at a pitch of 24 should not be a problem.  Barry Elliott and Val Scansaroli will follow-up with their fulfillment houses to see what pitch barcodes currently are printed.

Next steps

There will be a telecon soon after the minutes have been distributed to all attendees and other industry parties.  The purpose of the telecon is to review the minutes and provide feedback on the issue of paper labels.  The work group will sunset after the telecon.
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