MTAC Workgroup #132 Six Sigma IMB Best Practices
MINUTES
September 23, 2009, 1:00 PM
Susan welcomed everyone to the workgroup and opened the meeting with the MTAC 132 mission statement to the group. David Steinhardt gave a background on how the workgroup came into play. A letter and a power point presentation were submitted to Mr. Pat Donahue back in July with concerns about producing the IMB. (The presentation was sent to the workgroup members during the call). 

The MTAC leaders worked with the USPS to provide a Six Sigma review of the IMB application.

Issue Statement:  To determine the best practices and work methods that allow for the production of the highest quality Intelligent Mail® Barcodes, that at a minimum achieves USPS tolerance requirements.
Tim explained the tier level criteria:
Tier I
Experts
Glean best practices from proven IMb mailers

Tier II
Novice
Share best practices and gain additional insight from mailers 

Tier III Uninitiated
Share and test best practices with mailers
As of the Sept 23rd, the teams have completed the all of the Tier 1 reviews. Next week (Sept 28th) the teams are slotted to review the Tier 2 sites. The goal is to observe, learn and apply the best practices from Tier 1 reviews. The final reviews of the Tier 3 plants are slotted for the week of October 11th.  
Tim and his team provided a detailed report out from the Tier 1 reviews. (Report attached).  A “Best Practice” documentation was created using discoveries performed at the three plant visits. The goal is to create a “Best Practice” document for mailers to use as a tool while producing the IMB. 
Tim and Earnest went over the details of the report.

Eric:  The difference between the mail piece and the head.  Of course the print quality.  Under that mother nature, we came up with the humidity—outside and around the building. So that is the “fishbone”.  

On the next page, we started with critical equality.  That’s page 7 if you received the e-mail.

Susan:  Did everyone get it?  (All answer yes).

Basically what we did is critical equality, so the centerpiece is the IMB fact acceptance.  Its basic questions like are 65 bars present.  Is the pitch center to center distance correct?  The SKU, sight, width, or the rotation.  We’ve also got a vertical clear zone, readability, spacing between the bars, or the horizontal clear zone.  These are some of the things that could cause you to pass or fail.

Moving onto page 8, and I apologize, this is somewhat of an eye chart.  Basically, what we did is we went in here and actually, Jesse who’s on the tele-conference prepared this, we got into creating some affinities to major areas of risk.  If we start, the effective print head height, then you’ll get into the print head, the height, and the mail piece, whether they’re flat letters or double feeds.  Whether there are variable contents or not.  Not all mailers do variable contents.  Some are very standard, the whole run is one thickness, and some are very different in that they customize to the individual receiving the mailing.  There’s different variation within the same mailing.  The same thing for the letters; the content, whether it’s a window envelope or not, whether it’s a puffy piece or not. 
Then we go onto the next one which is the ink drying time.  You’ll see that it has to do with ink type, whether a dryer is needed or not, absorption properties, equipment set-up, design—the line speed, line length.  We saw the people, because obviously there has to be a standard height, so you want it to be too high for some operators and too short for other operators, so you have to look at that.

The next is the print head performance.  That had to do with maintenance, ink, and print head settings.  Under maintenance, you had preventive cleaning or corrective replacements, as needed under demand.  Under preventive cleaning, before the run, bleeding the ink.  During the run, or after the run, and specified maintenance intervals.  

Do you want me to go through every one, Tim?  

Tim:  They may have a copy, but they can’t read it.  We’re going to get you an e-mail Susan that has an image of this.  This is, from what I understand from Jesse, a quality companion, and probably 99% of the people don’t have that available to look at on the program.  So we can’t send it to you in its original format.  But he’s going to make an image out of it and we’ll send it out so that everybody can see it.  

I think you get the gist of what we’re attempting to do.  Again, this is the first pass at it, the draft.  We may see some things changing here as we go on.  


If you go to the next one, page 9.  This is a little bit different.  What we’ve done is we’ve looked at the process in a value stream mapping.  What is required at what stage?  We basically looked at the overall process, the job preparation, machine set-up, clarifications within the Merlin process, and any rejects that might exist.
Basically, we went from left to right, working from the corner to the customer, and in our value stream map, it’s important to note that we start with the customer and work our way backwards and then determine the timelines for when things occur within the process and what specifically are the tasks within the process.  This just gives you a general overview of the process.  These are your processes—you’re the industry, so you know these, but I’ll just start across the top.  You have catalogs, letters, flats—of course you received your material and some of you start with raw materials, some of you start with an actual product that you’re simply addressing.  You move to a warehouse and then in the warehouse you have inventory.  Before you start the run you receive a work order, create ink jet samples, then you sign off on the sample. You prepare and release a work order, move to staging, have inventory again.  Then you, on a machine, feed it, off course this goes into different streams, so to set-up the machine you set-up the feeder and the bays, you set up the ink, ink jet data file.  You run the samples; quality control and supervisor’s approve it before it’s actually run.  The machine operation, then sort the output.  Move to the wrapper section, there’s inventory there.  You wrap the pallet.  The bar code pallet for logistics.  Then you move to logistics, scan to logistics, there you go to the Merlin verification process where they come by and statements have been presented to the postal service—to the M.U. Clerk or the Merlin Clerk samples the pieces required and the Merlin verification is completed.  You’ll see the 2-way arrows for rejects.  The rejects are given back; if not, they’re pushed on to induct in the Postal Service.  Of course, that goes on out to logistics and to the customer.
On page 10, we have a process map and I forgot to take the fender off of here.  This is a process map, and again this follows a process.  John, do you want to do this one?
John Darnet:  I am part of the team with Pete Usay and Jeff Cordoba.  We were at World Color last week.  This is the process map.  What we did is we looked primarily the last 10 fields of line print where the actual bar code is applied to the mail piece.  We met with the persons in charge. To make sure we capture as well as we could every one of those steps and identify the best practices that they were doing within that facility.  In only looking at that, there’s all those other things that happened prior to that, but this essentially looks from the make ready process so we attempted to capture all that.  It begins with the print head cleaning, moving onto bleeding the ink system prior to each start of the project.  When you look at the process map itself, the darker shaded diamonds are the best practices that we identified within those steps.  They bleed the ink prior to each start of project.  We felt when we looked at that, that was a best practice that they implemented to do produce that good quality bar code.  We then moved onto print head height adjustment and adjusting the print head.  There’s a piece to make sure that that was within spec tolerances, and then the best practice was to set the print head based on the thickest piece, and assure good quality on the thinnest piece.  We then moved onto adjust the side guides to allow a book to be straight and etched for the print head so that when it was received there, it would not be out of skewer/alignment prior to that IMB being applied to that piece.  The guides hold tight to the book to assure the alignment, not too tight to avoid any jumping or distortion of that mail piece, as presented underneath that print head.  They didn’t begin the process of running sample pieces in that make ready process.  They then used the automation gauge to perform those checks; they perform multiple bar code checks using that gauge.  Then it moves onto the eye piece check for dark consistency and drop spacing.  As they check for detail when they’re reviewing that with the eye piece.  We thought that was a best practice so we identified once that happens, then they get the go for production and they begin that.  As they continually run the production, they mark for the printer metrics on viscosity, temperature, pressure, voltage.  This particularly pertains to the dominate generate that they’re using at that facility with the aftertone based ink.  These apply to that principle, and when they do that monitoring we have identified that it’s a best practice that it indicated any potential problems as a warning system.  Then throughout the process they have the operators visually inspecting the bar codes, quality.  They have some system checks.  They pull a piece and actually validate and verify the quality of the bar code.  Also based on the length of one of their production for those books.  They look at the total run and they continue validation, verification of the IMB at that point.  They can go back and look in between runs, instead of just saying with the range I’ve checked that we looked at this.  It’s very traceable back, and they can identify to a certain portion of the run if there were potential issues with that.  The technicians on sight—they verify the print quality adjustments as production is running.  We’ve identified that as well as a best practice.  That assures consistent quality during the run.  Also to that process we have the USPS detached mail unit employee verification of the IMB.  Throughout the process at this point, there are many multiple checks, redundant checks, of what’s going on with the verification.  The next step is the mail handler that is working up at the tail end of where the IMB is applied, is also identified as best practices.  There also doing other verifications of sorting marks on the accuracy, again as best practices, then tack that onto the pallet.  Their also verifying; they’re looking at quality make-up of bundles, as well as the quality of the IMB.  Then applying the placards to the pallets and moving that out to the logistics for distribution out.  
Pete:  On the second slide, we were just trying to highlight some of the things that we saw. Obviously, water-based ink.  They chose to use the acetone based.  They have where the bar code should be located, if they have it on the top or bottom line, you have more space between the window and edge.  The bar codes within the address window, then you have tight spacing to the address lines.  They were getting some errors if they tried to do that.  So they felt that the top or bottom line was the best choice.  Generate the use for their IMB’s.  You do have a choice of the Kodak printers also in the industry.  Their preventive maintenance we identified as a best practice.  This following the OEM printer specifications—what their maintenance procedures are. 
Tim:  What we did through the documentation of the process map, we found the USPS went through and captured all those processing, then met with the management of Agent Operations, the supervisor of mailing.  Went through with them as well to make sure we captured all of those steps, to make sure that we accurately portrayed what was going on there.  

Eric:  Jim I’m not sure if you’re on or not.  Jim was teaching a class today so if he doesn’t jump in, I’ll cover his as well.  Page ll.  This is standard work that we noticed was going on, so we documented it.  You’ll notice that there are little dots with numbers on them on the right hand side, which is the drawing of their actual set-up.  You’ll notice that we documented everything that they did, from picking up a handful of product as number 1, Pete worked the handful.  I know this may not be very clear, but they actually physically rippled it or patted it or did something to the product to make sure that it wasn’t sticking together, that it was feeding appropriately so that it would run on the actual machine.  They edged on the top of the table, and again this was a visual check, and they called the damaged pieces out.  They inserted into the feeder stacker, and this was visual again.  The edge and the stacker prepared at breakpoints, and this is something that John was talking about—discard the damaged pieces.  You don’t replace them.  They have a standard percentage that are OK to not receive product.  So they’ve worked that out with their customer.  Number 7, the final IMB quality check, and again this is visual and this is done by the operator.  Number 8, the strap and palletize the mail pieces.  So that’s the standard work for running the actual pieces on the machine.  On the next page, page 12, is standard work for application of the IMB.  This one does not have a drawing but it has the standard work documented, and of course this the printing machine set up—placement of the address on the piece.  This is visual.  It also has an optical gauge that they check the pieces with.  The address and the bar code are placed on the mail piece for readability, and placement compliance.  The sample piece is validated for bar code clearance, using the USPS provided overlay template and optical equipment.  They have a look that they use.  Number2 is the machine job set-up.  They select the machine and the feeder type because they have different feeder types for the machines.  The machine’s selected based on the job, and preferred feeder configuration and type of printer.  Then there’s the feeder adjustment.  It a visual because the feeder adjustment is keyed to printing the bar code.  The feeder is adjusted for the job—width, length, thickness, and travelling of the piece.  They make several adjustments on the machine itself.  Then there’s the visual check after printing the address and bar codes, and again this is visual.  They check the addresses and the bar codes printing, print area and make adjustments as needed.  They have a scanner that they put that into.  They also use the loop eye piece.  Then you get into software configuration set-up.  The first thing they do is they delete the old job so that they don’t run the risk of stopping, and starting over and starting in the wrong place.  They select a printer type.  I think we mentioned there’s all kinds of printers, and in this case there was a Kodak 5120-5122-5300.  It depends on what their printing and the material that they’re printing on.  Then there’s the select the required job.  They select the proper company name, job number, material code, and they validate the range of mailing.  Then they do a pre-production sample run.  This is visual and they use our template in this process of sample pieces.  They make feeder adjustments as needed.  They do a scan test, and they do other quality tests as well.  They make sure that there’s a marking on the mail piece.  As John was saying, there’s an asterisk or there’s a number and they match those up with what was supposed to be in that run.  
We’ll move into slide 13.  This one I probably need your guys help on.  This was what we think we observed at the locations that we’ve been at so far.  If you have a better listing of headers for us, we’ll listen to that.  We thought that these pretty much identified the type of work that was going on at these different mailers.  They all do some type of mail piece design, product printing, co-mailing, addresses, list management, and address applications as a letter shop.  They might have a detached unit or Merlin on sight.  The X’s represent what we thought was at each location.  If there’s something incorrect here, please let us know.

Slide 14 is really the meat of this.

Tim:  Before you start, let me ask Susan and David if they want us to actually go through those.  Even though it is the meat, it’s very readable.  There’s like 50 of these things so far.  

David:  I think you’re right Tim.  I think what you’re trying to get a right now is how the report is currently structured; how might it be structured better; headers or what have you, and get feedback from the group.  How big is the document?

Susan:  Sixteen pages.

David:  What about if people would get any comments back to Susan by Monday.  Is that fast enough?

All answered Yes.

Samantha:  David, comment specifically on what?

David:  I think after looking at the report, its structured in a certain way.  Are there some different ways that this could be structured.  Are there some things in regards to things that you know about the supply chain, that somehow are not included here?  What we’ve done with each of the teams going into each of the printing companies, are needed to comment on that.  They have in addition to the US Postal Service team, there’s a team from each of these companies who work with the USPS team to get them up to speed on the process, on the issues, on the production process, speeds—all those types of things.  The report may be missing something.  
Just a question, does detached mail unit mean the postal detection clerk?

Answer:  Yes.

Certainly some of the data that has been related here points back to color.  From your point of view, is there any critical comments about our particular company?  Just comment on that.  We’re learning in this, but some companies may have some indigestion over this.  Do you have any comments on that?

Answer:  I don’t know, I’ve been trying to figure out why my stomach feels so odd right now.  I think that it was up to the Six Sigma guys to keep their identity of the companies confidential.  We obviously know that this is going to be a collective best practices.  I would prefer that, but I think the cat’s out of the bag now.  

Well, no—not necessarily.  I think everybody know what the company is, but maybe going back to you Tim, may not want to have the name specifically in the report.  We have 2-1-A-B-C and a general description that we’re covering both flats and letter size, with a range of company sizes and leave it at that.  It seems to me that your looking at what might be a best practice, but you’re also looking at the outlying—that there needs to be some improvement.  When we were looking for companies trying to participate in this, there were companies that had significant stress in confidentiality in production process and having the USPS even come in.  I think on the next report, make sure that we handle it in that way and go forward from there.
Comment:  This is a comment I made to David on a conversation we had earlier that I’d like to share with everyone.  We need to make sure that we’re focusing on not just printing of the bar codes, but printing of the IMB.  Because we’ve also proven that we can print the post.  The whole purpose of the work group is to figure out why IMB presents a greater challenge.  I want to make sure that we don’t lose sight of that.

Answer:  All we’ve been looking at is the IMB.  Maybe we can talk off-line as to what exactly your concern is.

Comment:  This whole purpose for this work group is the fact that because the IMB is different; because it’s taller, because it’s longer, because of those sorts of things is why the industry is concerned its ability to produce it.  I think that everything that we’ve gone through so far is very good and very helpful, but I don’t see anything that specifically focuses on why IMB is a greater challenge than post mail.
Answer:  I will not include that in the report.  Our vision or our charter is to come up with best practices on how to produce the IMB, and that’s what we will stick to.

Susan:  Maybe we can talk off-line on that one?

Answer:  I think the concern of the issues here is we discussed this issue over and over again.  Producing the IMB and production speeds and maintain whatever level of profitability is in this industry at this point, but at those production speeds.  So I think that’s another overlay on this study as well.

Comment:  I think probably what you will find is that equipment has a lot to do with that.

This discussion with Tim, going back to the initial part of this discussion is we’re really getting a snap shot of the industry.  The total study with the limited number of participants in this effort, but at least provided some degree of base line, which may be in future studies.  I’m sort of ruminating right now.  I think as long as we get the base line information, I think we can move forward.  

Susan:  Anita?  What you were talking about would that be something that possibly is an addition or revision to the mission statement?  I understand what you’re saying in here.

Anita:  I think is there anything that we can do different from current practices to insure that we can produce this bar code at production speeds.  I have to think about this.  I understand what Tim’s saying that that is his mission, but … Let’s discuss it off-line.
David:  I think you make a good point, and this would be something that I’d have to go back to Tom Day as well.  Tom has said to me that this is part of an on-going part of, I can’t remember the process he described to me, but it’s a work process that parts your production time line for the IMB.  

Tim:  David, all I keep going back to is the work group statements.  What we’ve been discussing is not in there and that is not within the scope of what we’re looking at.  So, if you want to go back and talk to Tom Day and Mr. Donohue and get something changed, so be it.  But that is just not in the scope of the project that we’re looking at.  If we continue to focus on what our scope is, then that’s what we’re going to deliver.

David:  It very well may be that if we have to go to lower production speeds, that that’s just one of the best practices for that type of equipment, and that would be reflected there.

Tim:  I don’t think that we’ve looked at comparison at what production speeds are with the post master vs. the IMB.  That’s not in the scope of this.  I don’t think I’ve had any discussions with anybody on that either.  John and Pete, have you?

Answer:  No

Tim:  Again, not in the scope of what we’re looking at.

David:  Susan and Don let’s take this off-line right now.  I think we’re operating within the scope of the study as it is now envisioned.  Enough said.  

Susan:  I guess as we go down in the agenda here, we’ve talked about the plant discoveries and the best practices.  Does anyone from the work group have any comments on all this?
Tim:  No.  Basically what we’ve put together is the documents.  You mean the rest of the work group.  I thought you meant our work group.

Susan:  Any concerns that you see.  Should we be going a different way? 

Vanessa:  It sounds to me like we’re heading in the right direction.  We wanted everybody to switch over to the IMB by the middle of the year, and we did a lot of testing on test books and then had the plant send them back to the same facility.  Everybody’s books based on the 90% rate.  It wasn’t just by printer, it was by plant.  You can have 3 to 4 plants that passed, then 2 that didn’t.  We just kept going back to the same plant to re-test over and over again to get some feedback as to what wasn’t working.  Within the plants themselves, they made some adjustments.  So far we are pretty successful in switching everybody over.  At least for magazine pieces.  The 90% rate might be difficult because we’re not getting any feedback currently on how well that IMB that we’re producing on the magazines right now is actually scanning through.  So we don’t know how well really our stuff is doing apart from the initial testing that we did.  To me, it feels like its going in the right direction, it’s kind of familiar territory, at least to the magazine pieces.  I’m not so sure about the direct mail pieces that we have.
Tim:  Just to chime in right now, there is a follow-up meeting with Tom Day looking at IMB readability tolerances on October 5th from the original group that met with Pat Donohoe and Tom Day.  The USPS is collecting data, wants to relate that data, as well as what the implications of that data is,  to what the new tolerance might be in November.  So it goes back to your questions Vanessa where you said that the 90% might be tough to make on a continuous basis.  We suggested certain things with Tom and the group around; sort of in a bank, that can be used.  There are some different approaches that we’re pushing on around that; but it does ask the question on what those new tolerances are going to be in November.  The industry perspective is, we successfully with this meeting moved it from a start point to a 70.  The industry’s perspective is that this should “gradually go up” 70 to 90.  That’s the question we’re going to be talking about on October 5th.

Susan:  The only other thing we have in here is the future telecoms and face-to-face meetings.  I guess when you think of this whole thing as we’re going through the tier ones and discovering the best practices, going through tier two and implementing with tier three.  Everyone will have a different way of producing the IMB, and to do the best practices, we’re trying to take these best practices and implement them with other mailers.  Is this something that they want to … be this going to be a document that’s going to be produced for other mailers to use?  I understand the whole idea of creating a best practice, but what is this going to be used for?

Tim:  I think there’s two parts to this discussion.  One is that I don’t think is Kim’s job in regards to the report.  The report is to document what are the best practices within the industry for the IMB.  To determine whether or not there are best practices around the IMB.  Simply that.  Extending that out to training material, webinars or whatever is another issue.  It has been something that I’ve talked to Pat Donohue about.  
Susan:  This isn’t the work group for that.  

Tim:  That’s not the work group.  The work group…we’ve got a description, we’ve got some acceptance to produce the study by November 1st.  Period.

Susan:  I guess when you think about it, there’s so many variables, so many obstacles that you start thinking about everything that’s involved in it.

Tim:  If we want to move to it internally, the impact of the work group work around is more of an educational benefit.  If we wanted to do that, we could do that.  I know you would be very happy to step up to the plate to coach that group as well.

Lisa:  Did we talk about future reviews, because of scheduling restraints could not participate at this point.

Tim:  Future reviews in regard to the Six Sigma Team coming in?

Lisa:  Yes.

Susan:  You’re in tier one.  I think their past the point of tier one, and they’re going into tier two.  They’re looking for tier three because of the time constraints.  It’s almost less than 6 weeks to get all these different reviews completed, and then we need to analyze everything prior to November 1st.


Tim:  I thinks this might also be something that if there is a phase 2 and we’ve learned a bit, this study is productive and the information is useable and we want to do a phase 2, that something we can suggest.  That might be one of the recommendations that this group makes to the US Postal Service at the conclusion of this work.  

Lisa:  That doesn’t really help.

Susan:  Tim you had said that you’d maybe squeeze in another tier one and that would be it.  

Tim:  Tier one we’re looking at is the letter (the MLLCR).  What I said was that is Susan and David felt that was really important, we’d squeeze it in.

David:  That is important.

David:  Tim, looking at your report process over the next 3 – 4 weeks, not that you want another telecom with a bunch of industry people looking over your shoulder around these reports, is there a good time to have another “review”?

Tim:  Honestly David, whatever you all want.  We’ll just break from what we’re doing and make sure we take care of it.

David:  What would you recommend?  Maybe after the tier two?

Tim:  Honestly, I think after the tier two would be better than next week.

David:  When do you have that complete?
Tim:  Next week, we’re doing all three at the same week.

Susan:  David that would be the week of the 5th.

David:  What if we did something on the afternoon of the 7th or 8th?

Susan:  It would have to be the 8th.  We’re in a post com board meeting on the 7th.

David:  Maybe 2:00 pm eastern on the 8th?

All agreed.

David:  We’ll put that out and see what we get.

Susan:  The goal in that telecom is to go over the other reviews.

David: It would be great if it’s on Thursday, that there’s some initial report that could go out before that time for people to review.  And again what we’ll do with this report is not specifically cite companies, but have them numbered or lettered or something like that within their tier.

Tim:  We’ll do that.
Susan:  Tim, if there are documents we can get a few days before then?

Tim:  No it won’t be a few days to be quite honestly.  We’re only going to be finishing up next Friday.  It was a rush to get this done for Wednesday afternoon to be honest with you.  I would probably say it will be the same; you’d get it Wednesday morning to early afternoon.
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