MTAC WORKGROUP

CONFIRM / PLANET CODES

Meeting Minutes - August 4, 1999

USPS National Customer Support Center

Memphis, Tennessee

The purpose of this session of the MTAC Workgroup was to communicate the progress and direction of USPS's Confirm program, and address certain issues regarding its development.  The attendance of approximately 30 included individuals from the mailing industry, the Postal Service, and hardware and software vendors.  This document serves as the Minutes for the half-day session and incorporates information contained on visuals/handouts.

Introductions - Bob Rosser (Experian)

Bob Rosser kicked off the meeting by stating its purpose:  where is Confirm, where is it going, and what are the issues that need to be addressed and resolved along the way?

He introduced Mike Murphy, Director of the USPS National Customer Support Center (NCSC) in Memphis.  Mike welcomed everyone and gave a brief history and description of the NCSC.  This group was a primary driver in developing the POSTNET Barcode Certification program, along with other vendor certification programs.  He stated his commitment to supporting the Confirm program with customer service, PLANET Code vendor certification and other needed activities.

MTAC and Confirm User Group (CUG) Summary - Bob Rosser

MTAC Workgroup Update.  The Confirm MTAC group was started in July 1997 and is now well represented by Industry and USPS.  It helped to achieve full USPS roll-out investments for letters and eventually flats.  The purpose now is to assist in implementation issues for USPS and the Mailing Industry.

Confirm Users Group (CUG).  The group was started in April 1999.  It is open to test mailers using Confirm.  CUG shares information and findings with a mission of aiding the construction of a robust USPS infrastructure.  This works toward overcoming current limitations of the Pilot Test System and Program.  Thus, the focus will be on addressing problems for the long run, as opposed to addressing every individual data anomaly.

Existing Applications for Users - Bob Rosser

For the benefit of vendors and other who have not participated in the previous Confirm MTAC meeting, Bob reiterated the purpose and benefits of Confirm.

Destination Confirm - Outgoing.  User applications include:

· Using it as an additional tool for mail delivery tracking to in-home or planned dates;

· Identifying service level opportunities;

· Proof of service benefits of new mailing processes (e.g., commingling/SCF drop ship);

· Using Smart Seeds or selective seed/decoy - PLANET Codes are placed on selected pieces to provide information on a whole grouping of mail;

· Placing PLANET Code on every piece.

Destination Confirm is interesting today because production can provide marketing or clients the assurance that the mail is in the system.  It can reduce numerous telephone tag and e-mail time, and serves as a quality assurance checkpoint on mailers' vendors.

Origin Confirm - Incoming.  User applications include:

· Tracking inbound volumes to monitor potential success of a direct mail campaign;

· Tracking inbound volumes to aid in staffing levels required to work inbound (expected) volumes;

· Verifying a returned payment ("the check's in the mail"), MCI's original application.

Origin Confirm is interesting today because inbound volume tracking applications using pre-printed Rely Envelopes are easier to test.  A pre-printed BRE or CRE with PLANET Code can provide the mailer with data on the number of replies or responses they will receive on any given mailing when CREs or BREs are provided.  With a windowed Reply Envelope, variably imaged reply documents can be printed with a unique PLANET Code per customer.  It's an information technology tool with the potential to help marketing and operations people become more effective by reducing cycle times, costs, etc.

Bob displayed some figures relating to Experian's current use of Confirm.  The following charts demonstrate PLANET Scan volume (by Operation Code) for Experian's FCM tray-level AADC 630 and 3-Digit Tray 606.

(*) Operation Code Glossary:

· 875 - MPBCS Incoming Primary
· 898 - DBCS Sector/Segment 1st Pass

· 893 - DBCS Managed Mail
· 899 - Sector/Segment 2nd Pass

· 894 - DBCS Incoming SCF
· 918 - 1st Pass DPS

· 895 - DBCS Incoming Primary
· 919 - 2nd Pass DPS

· 896 - DBCS Incoming Secondary
· 971 - BCS-OSS Outgoing Primary

Program Issues/Resolution Plans.  Bob ended his portion of the meeting by listing the major issues currently facing the program.  His hope is that we will address these and make plans to resolve them.  The issues, mostly relating to insufficient, late and "strange" data, are:

· Deployment and activation is not yet complete for letters (hardware to be enabled with Confirm capability at Associate Offices);

· Unable to place PLANET Codes on all pieces because of current capacity constraints of the pilot prototype system;

· Some inaccurate Operation Codes;

· Only one transmission available per customer per day;

· Mailers cannot get as many mailer IDs as they would like;

· USPS support - it's unclear who to call;

· There is no current, clear indication as to when the service will be available for flats;

· How much is USPS going to charge for the service?

· How and when will hardware and software vendors support this?

The group stated the following additional issues they hoped would be addressed:

· "Smart Seed" documentation

· Various uses for PLANET Code digits

· Correlation of tray data with piece data to the same customers - this involves integrating Confirm with Postal One.

· Potential backlash by Operations due to the closer scrutiny of processes.

Jeff Freeman (USPS Information Platform Development) and Phil Pensabene (USPS Operations Support) stated the need for Confirm to be an integral part of the Postal Services Information Platform development.

USPS Program Status - Paul Bakshi

Paul started by thanking the test mailers of Confirm for continuing to use the service and having patience during the "growing pains" of the program.  The following items summarize Paul's presentation of the program's status.

Current Pilot Test Program.  The pilot program provides opportunity for mailers to begin using Confirm (at no charge) and, as a result, participate in the development process.    There are approximately 160 mailers applied with about 60 using the service.  There is an approximate average of 300,000 PLANET Codes scanned and transmitted to 25-30 mailers each day.  The Pilot system recently upgraded to a capacity of 1.6M scans per day (from 800K).  However, USPS is accounting for projected volumes of mailers in order to have advanced notice of large mailings that might threaten the integrity of the pilot system.  This will go on until October when Release 1 of the Production System comes on line.  In case of an unforeseen crash of the Electronic Post Office (EPO), the Data Collection Servers (DCS) holds the data for 15 days until the EPO come back on line.

Paul mentioned that while most missing data scans are due to an incomplete system deployment, some are a result of improperly prepared mail pieces.  This can be caused by miss-printed or hidden PLANET Codes.

Site Deployment Plan.  Engineering has deployed PLANET Code-reading hardware/software to 299 plants.  This should provide approximate coverage of 94% for Origin Confirm and 70% for Destination Confirm.  However, only about 60% of the plants are fully activated which means mailers might not be receiving all the data from these sites.  Engineering is working with each of these plants to make sure that all their bar code sorters are properly enabled.  Also, a new upgrade of the software will include default logic forcing the permanent enabling of sorters.  By spring 2000, 1,454 Associate Offices will be enabled to read PLANET Code, providing virtually 100% coverage.  Until that time, mailers should pay close attention to the Automation Zone Indicator (AZI) table to determine which ZIP Codes will not show scan data until next Spring.

Extending Service to Flats.  All FSM881s, sorters that read "normal" sized flats, will be modified to read PLANET Codes by the end of the year 1999.  At that time, the service will be opened for mailers to print the code on flats and receive Confirm data.  FSM1000s will be modified and activated later in 2000.  Flats, however, will not be a part of the initial rate case, which will only focus on the letter-size market. 

There was much discussion on this to ensure that the information was accurate.  Since the completion date for so many FSM machines was ahead of the industry's expectations, vendors that support the printing industry in generating catalogue and periodical volumes need to get on board quickly with their ability to print PLANET Bar Codes.  This represents a group of vendors who were not present at the meeting.  Joe Schick from Quad Graphics offered to supply a list of contacts for these vendors in hope that a meeting could be held at the National Postal Forum in order to get these vendors up to speed.

There was also a request by the industry for an accurate deployment schedule for the 881 FSM machine modifications based on where and when this would start so that mailers could start planning and preparing activities with the hope of testing "live" flats ASAP.

These dates and information have been confirmed by Paul Bakshi subsequent to the meeting in Memphis.  Mailers should make plans based on this information.

Market Research & Rate Case.  By mid-August 1999, market research will be completed that examines market size, price points, potential volume and revenues related to charging for Confirm.  This is the integral information necessary for preparing a rate case.  Also, USPS will have to update the cost structure, determine rates and firm up outstanding development issues prior to preparing testimony and necessary support documents.

An issue was raised relating to Confirm's internal use by and value to the Postal Service, and whether or not mailers should finance this benefit.  Paul stated that any internal value is unclear and difficult to quantify.  USPS traditionally sets rates based on cost plus some mark-up, as opposed to value to customers.  Both cost plus and value to customers were examined in the research.

Confirm Web Site - Curt Stiles

Curt described the progress of developing the Confirm web site.  In the near term (2-3 weeks), the web site will included access to Origin Confirm data and on-line application;  in the middle term (1-2 months), there will be enhanced query capability and file compression;  and in the long term, the site will be migrated to the USPS site (est. April 2000) and directly integrated to the EPOs (summer 2000).

The Confirm web site will serve as an aid to prospective customers.  It will provide a means of learning more about the service and an online application, as well as be a means for subscribers to access their data.

Online Confirm Information.  The web site will contain the latest version of the Customer Service Guide and let the user download the PLANET Code font and an Operation Codes listing.  Potential customers will also be able to view or download sample Confirm data.

Online Application.  The new online application process will gather customer information, characterize the mailings and provide the terms and conditions of the program.  The web site will help serve to automate the application process.  This process includes:  completing the application, application confirmation and acceptance of the customer, new customer notification, mail piece testing, final approval and account setup.

Prototype Origin Confirm Page.  The new page will be very similar to the Destination Confirm page.  The mailer will enter the POSTNET Code (i.e., the Origin Confirm ID) and select a PLANET Code (i.e., customer ID).  The page will provide summary data.  The mailer will also have the ability to bypass the data summary process in order to get directly to the data download.

Several design options for the Origin page are currently under review:

· Summary of volume of a range of PLANET Codes sorted by date (this is planned).

· A limited range of PLANET Codes showing volume per code.

· A specific PLANET Code can be selected and all hits returned with SCF, Op Code, and date/time.

The enhanced query capability will allow sorting by five digit ZIPs, date ranges and single PLANET Codes or ranges.  In the long term development, queries will run directly against the EPOs.  The customer application and ID assignment will be integrated and automated.  Eventually, queries may identify number of mail pieces, as opposed to number of scans.

A question was asked about having the option to get both web site (for summaries) and FTP (for raw data) access.  This needs to be examined as a potential access option.

Data Access Alternatives - Curt Stiles

Curt explained that there are limitations to accessing data from the web.  FTP access (as opposed to HTTP web access) is a much more efficient process for  receiving large raw data files.

FTP.  The purpose of FTP is to provide a means to "push" large amounts of data over a robust connection so that the mailer can do their own processing.  The limitations are that USPS security does not allow FTP "pull" and that some Confirm users have firewall restrictions against FTP push.

HTTP.  The purpose of HTTP is to provide short term solution to FTP access across firewalls and summary level information (e.g., mail volume).  The limitations are that HTTP is not intended for large quantities of data, can produce "timeouts" and is not dependable enough for queries that return a large amount of data.

Alternatives.  Data access alternatives include:

· Compression - Size reduction as high as 85%; under review for near term web site; planned for EPO Release 1.

· Reduce Scan Volume - Utilize sampling techniques to seed mailings; space Confirm mailings out.

· Reduce Query Results - Add additional query criteria (e.g., date/time, mailing ID ranges); provide indication of file size (e.g., indicate record count when query is complete, restrict range of query to accommodate download); tradeoffs (e.g., more processing overhead and delays in returning results).

· Email - Under review for Release 2; replacement of raw data FTP; web site query compressed and emailed; limitations (3M mail system limitations or 280K scans per email).

· FTP - Preferred method for transmission of large data files; tradeoff (requires access across firewall).

Paul raised the issues of possibly having a third option:  an alternate server where mailers can "pull" data into their FTP.  Though this option will be examined, there are Postal security issues that may prevent this.

Mailers expressed the need to have the data purged so that they only have to download the data once from the web site.  Currently, if they download their whole file, all the previous data is present along with new data.  There was also a question about creating a hyperlink from the web site to FTP access.  However, this raises many potential security issues.

Production System Progress Report - Curt Stiles

Curt described the plan for designing and implementing the Production System for Confirm, which will be accomplished in two releases.  Release 1, the "platform" for the Production system, migrates the EPO from a Microsoft NT to Sun Solaris platform and will be complete November 5, 1999.  It will provide enhanced performance (i.e., throughput), growth potential, and flexibility.  Release 2 adds enhancements and full EPO constellation (3 EPOs), and will be completed August 8, 2000.  It will provide integrated web site in addition to other enhancements.  Essentially, the completion of Release 2 represents the implementation of the Production System for Confirm.

Release 1.  The first release will include the following features, as requested by test participants:

· "Send now"
· Oracle,  as opposed to Flat files

· Resend data file
· Additional logging

· Multiple mailers per customer, each with own schedule and host
· Invalid datalogged and discarded scrubbed

· Last/first scan evaluated for each scheduled download
· Enhanced deployment support

· First, last, first & last, all scans options
· Additional troubleshooting (logs, data archives)

Issues related to Release 1 are:

· Customers with multiple mailer IDs will receive one file per mailer ID for each update/download.

· How long should sent data files be retained?  This issue raised concerns about making sure USPS holds onto data long enough so that mailers are assured to receive their data.  Curt said that he would examine this to make sure the requirement meets customer needs.  It seems that 1.5 months might be a reasonable timeframe.

· Manage switchover to productions system.

· First/Last Scan Logic:

- Currently Destination service returns all scans

- Release 1 will send the first scan received on a mail piece

- Scans on subsequent send will be compared to earlier sends

- If timestamp is later it will be sent, if not it won't

- Origin will work the same except timestamp is examined for earlier time than previous send.

 Release 2.  Potential features of the second release include:

· Email?
· More than 3 send per day possible

· Compression (type?)
· Long term (>5 days) tape or CD archive

· Scrubbing based on Op Code or Facility ID
· Automated confirmation process during application or account modification

· Enhanced FTP (more robust commercial object, optimized packet size)
· Enhanced web site integration

· IDS "heartbeat"


"Old" Data Problem - Curt Stiles

Curt described a current problem with the test pilot system:  records are showing up with dates "3 weeks to 3 months old.  The following addresses three possible causes of the problem.

Incorrect Time Set on Mail Processing Equipment (MPE).  Errors by operators result in erroneous time entered on MPE.  Solution:  New software will synch MPE with DCS/IDS (1-2 weeks).

Problems with FTP Connection.  Some DCS/IDS have had problems establishing or maintaining FTP resulting in delayed transfer of data to the EPO (up to 3-4 days).  Solution:  Under investigation - Log files from problem machines sent to WB for comparison to EPO logs.

PlanetX Service on DCS/IDS.  Planet X is an NT service that builds files and forwards data to the EPO.  The service has been disappearing from some servers, thus requiring reinstallation.  Lack of monitoring resulted in delays of months.  Solution:  Microsoft investigating; monitoring will be in place (approx. 1 month).

Vendor Issues and Other Workgroup Feedback - Bob Rosser

Bob opened the floor so that the group could discuss vendor-related issues in regards to Confirm.  The potential issues include:

· Needs identification

· USPS Acceptance/Operations Concerns

· Printing PLANET Bar Codes

· Software Vendor Support Issues

· System Manufacturing Issues (MLOCR/BCS/Inserting, etc.)

· Certification Program for Vendors

Certification.  USPS plans to design and implement a certification program for Confirm and the PLANET Code.  The process would be very similar to the current POSTNET program.  This would result in a list of vendors to provide support for equipment and software.  Paul stated that he would work with the group in Memphis to accomplish this.  Flats need to considered as part of this program.  The program should also include font creators.  There was a stated need for a hand held scanner that reads PLANET Code.  Also, there may be potential to "piggy back" Confirm as part of the CASS/MASS process.

Change of Address.  Confirm could be used to tell mailers and Postal Service when there is a diversion of address.  This could potentially be tied into the change of address management system.  This type of integration could also be used by Postal Inspection to fight credit card fraud.

Mail Preparation Software.  Vendors may have a need to design software that "hooks" into the USPS system and makes process transparent to the user.  The interface would allow mailers to work directly with the vendor's software without direct interaction with Postal systems.  Would USPS consider this type of approach?

XML Web Site.  Could the Confirm Web Site be available in XML as opposed to HTTP?  This would make it more compatible with the potential after market.

Vendor Involvement.  One vendor warned against moving too fast without vendor participation.  The response was that these sorts of meetings and workshops are for just that purpose and that USPS plans to move ahead as scheduled.  USPS program management will make every effort to include vendors as part of the process (e.g., MTAC, National Postal Forum, etc.) from here on out.  

Conclusion

Bob Rosser thanked the participants for their time and involvement, and said he was very encouraged by the progress made in the last few months.  The next Confirm MTAC sessions will likely take place at the next general MTAC session.  Also, the Confirm Program Team will look into the possibility of scheduling a meeting specifically for vendors at the National Postal Forum (Chicago) in September. 

