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Basis of Workgroup
The FSS Mail Preparation Workgroup grew from Workgroup #96, which recommended an auto-ready FSS pallet for seamless mailer–postal processing. An “auto-ready pallet” would contain noncompensated, strapped bundles, with bundle thickness consistent at 
3 inches, 4 inches, 5 inches, or 10 inches. 
Workgroup #96 reached the auto-ready pallet recommendation after analyzing data on potential FSS zones to determine adequate volumes; testing pallet stacks to prove that smaller pallets can stack safely, up to the maximum height and loads used today; and evaluating mailer finishing lines for bundling options. The workgroup determined that the auto-ready concept is viable in terms of both mail volume and mail preparation and could lead to a lowest-combined-cost system.
Workgroup #96 handed off four items for further development:  bundle preparation, containerization, presort parameters, and destination entry. Workgroup #115 was formed to make recommendations in each of these areas.
This Summary of Workgroup Activity communicates the accomplishments and findings of Workgroup #115 to date and attempts to establish a forward direction for group and subgroup activities.
Bundle Preparation

The workgroup is developing recommendations for bundling material, bundling methods, bundle compensation, and bundle size.
Material

Bundling material and methods for automated induction were tested on a limited basis at the Dulles facility. These tests determined that shrinkwrapped bundles are counterproductive to automated tray loading and do not conform to the definition of “auto-ready” due to the limitations of existing technology to automatically remove shrinkwrap. However, if an FSS zone is combined on a pallet with some number of other FSS zones, or with non-FSS zones, the bundles may require processing initially on APPS and would need the extra protection that shrinkwrap provides.

In the testing at Dulles, bundles prepared using one or two straps on auto-ready pallets were inducted directly into processing. The mail arrived at Dulles in good condition and processed through the system without problems or delays.

Compensation

For the automated bundle induction, mailpiece bindings must be aligned within a 
bundle — not compensated or counter-stacked. However, bundles themselves can be counter-stacked and compensated on the pallet and still be consistent with pallet unloading processes. In the test, bundles were prepared without compensation and no problems occurred as a result. Additional testing was conducted by re-bundling live mail using different types of flats (heavier, thicker, perfect-bound, saddle-stitched, and so forth), and the results were likewise positive. USPS Engineering will have a live, pre-production Bulk Flats Processor in Dulles later in 2008, and mailers will have additional opportunities to provide direct material for testing. In the interim, Engineering will continue with a variety of test decks compiled from mailer overruns to confirm results. 

Optimum Size

Bundle sizes can impact mailers in a number of ways. Periodicals mailers pay a portion of their postage based on the number of bundles in a mailing and do not want to see smaller bundle requirements unless the rate structure is adjusted. Most mail preparers prefer to create either the largest manageable bundle or, if possible, a consistent-size bundle that is efficient for their production processes. The Postal Service proposed bundle sizes that can evenly divide into 11 inches within a tolerance of 1 inch (3, 4, 5, or 10 inches), which is the length of the Automation Compatible Tray and the technical definition of a “full tray.” As with compensation, the characteristics of the mailpiece (particularly bind-in and blow-in cards) will impact optimum bundle size.

Findings and Recommendations

The workgroup determined that bundling is consistent with pallet loading, transportation, and pallet unloading in the auto-ready environment and that the Postal Service can automatically process bundles with the recommended characteristics. An auto-ready pallet would contain noncompensated, strapped bundles, secured by one or two straps, with bundle thickness consistent at 3 inches, 4 inches, 5 inches, or 10 inches. Mailers may need to bypass shrinkwrap operations and perform a strap-only preparation, which is primarily a business decision, and not a technical barrier. However making such business decision would necessitate many mailers to modify their finishing processing to shift to a strap only or selective strap/wrap process.
Pallet Preparation

Optimizing FSS processing requires an FSS scheme pallet that can be directly inducted into the Bulk Flats Processor (BFP), eliminating any manual handling of the bundle and mailpiece.
FSS Schemes

A number of mailers analyzed data on proposed FSS zones in Dulles and Phoenix and concluded that, in most instances, they cannot create a pure FSS single-scheme pallet, regardless of the size of the mailing and the weight of the mailpiece. Multiple schemes would allow mailers to create more FSS pallets, but the big question is how many schemes make sense in terms of how many schemes can be combined on a single pallet. The BFP currently under construction is enabled with multi-scheme pallet capability. Early modeling shows that there is no limit to the number of schemes that could exist on a pallet, but the number of schemes does impact BFP productivity, with diminishing productivity, when certain scheme thresholds are exceeded. 
A six-scheme pallet was chosen as a starting point for data analysis. This choice was based on queries of all flats mailed in FSS candidate zones in 2006, which suggested diminishing volume at six schemes. Additional mailer data queries demonstrated peaks in opportunity at a variety of scheme counts.
Production and Processing Efficiency

The Postal Service’s technical requirements for the BFP take these volume and scheme count factors into consideration. Early simulation suggests a step function curve in actual BFP productivity, rather than a smooth curve. Steps in the curve seem to relate to current definitions of mail makeup:  carrier route, 5-digit, 3-digit, and so on. It is quite possible that tweaks to mail makeup (for example, FSS scheme bundles) could result in fewer, larger, and consistently sized bundles and BFP multi-scheme auto-ready pallets. We will continue to explore opportunities within the current rate structure and preparation requirements for Periodicals, and Standard Mail, to create sufficient mailer benefit to drive behavior and changes which align mailer processes with FSS induction.

Mailers may need to combine many more schemes to create a cost-effective pallet. Data analysis of some mailings indicated that it would take all FSS schemes in a given SCF to build a pallet of at least 300 pounds. Additional analysis is needed to determine how those mailings fit into the current pricing structure.

Non-FSS Zones

Further consideration must also be given to the non-FSS zones. When FSS zones are stripped out of an SCF, there may not be enough mail left from the non-FSS zones to build a pallet. In that case, if FSS and non-FSS mail cannot be combined on a pallet, the result could be an increase in sacked mail. Both mailers and Postal Service prefer mail on pallets. To support that need, Engineering is exploring BFP design options to accommodate non-FSS bundles on the same pallet as FSS bundles. 

Automation Compatible Tray Preparation
The workgroup also experimented with mailer-prepared Automation Compatible Trays on dollies. This preparation could reduce FSS staging area requirements and manual handling. It would require additional postal investment in dollies and Automation Compatible Trays, but these costs may be offset by the savings. Mailers would incur new material handling and transportation costs.

Other industries (food and beverage, automotive) are leading examples how reusable containers (in our case dollies and trays) add to supply chain efficiency. These industries stretch the economic model from automated loading at supplier to automated unloading at processor. The Postal Service follows these value stream mapping concepts with its network alignment of distribution centers and suppliers in a geographic co-location strategy, and it is pursuing other value stream opportunities with FSS.
Findings and Recommendations

We can suggest preparations and rates around the reusable container concept, recognizing that it does not offer the efficiencies of the multi-scheme auto-ready pallet. 
Further consideration must be given to the non-FSS zones and the number of schemes needed to create a cost-effective pallet.
Sorting
The workgroup is developing a concept for presort based on today’s carrier route sorts. This approach would allow a transition to FSS scheme sorting based on current standards and has these benefits:
· Mailers can maintain one address database for both FSS and non-FSS zones.

· Mailers can reduce the number of bundles prepared by creating bigger auto-ready bundles that are scheme specific, not route specific.

· Mailers could move more mail into carrier route sorts without the six or ten-piece bundle minimum required for ECR-LOT mail.

The workgroup is gathering data on live mail files for further analysis and modeling with USPS Engineering.

Findings and Recommendations

Some level of non-FSS bundled mail should be included in the auto-ready pallets process to enhance volumes and the ability of mailers to retain pallet preparation. With the projected productivity of the Bulk Flats Processor, these volumes should result in the lowest combined cost.

Destination Entry

Many in the workgroup are concerned that FSS may create more entry locations, which adds to mailer costs. If FSS and other flats processing operations are located in separate buildings, will mailers make separate drops for FSS and non-FSS mail, or would the Postal Service accept flats at one location and transport the mail for processing when needed?
On the other hand, FSS will allow the Postal Service to consolidate processing of multiple drop ship locations into single facilities, reducing the number of entry points. At our last meeting, we saw an initial plan for entry changes based on phase one FSS deployment. When FSS is fully deployed, the number of entry points may be the same or fewer than we have today. As an example, FSS processing for the Northern Virginia SCF and Dulles SCF is planned for a single location. As that volume moves out of the flats sorting equipment, it allows the flats volumes for Culpeper SCF and Winchester SCF to be processed on equipment where today they have completely manual bundle and piece sorting operations. In this example, it may be possible to collapse four entry points into one.
Findings and Recommendations

Additional analysis is needed to fully appreciate the potential impact on entry.
Other Considerations
Postage Rates
Many in the workgroup feel that they cannot determine what can be done without knowing whether pricing incentives will cover any added costs. The Postal Service will develop pricing models and data sets to determine the appropriate rates and incentives. Pricing joined our last meeting, and we intend to include them in future discussions.
Phased Deployment

The first 100 FSS machines are expected to affect 25–30 percent of flats volume. The workgroup can suggest when and how mail preparation changes are implemented for maximum benefit. Other MTAC workgroups are tasked with implementing and communicating the new preparation requirements.
4/4/2008
4/4/2008

