MINUTES OF MEETING FROM 

TOUR OF ATLANTA MAIL RECOVERY CENTER

AUGUST 10-11, 1999

The meeting consisted of a tour of the Atlanta Mail Recovery Center and a review of an auction the next day.  The following people were present:


Bob Adams - USPS Manager of Mail Recovery Centers


Tom Lensing - USPIS


Harry Barnett - USPS Operations


Chuck Doria - USPS BMC Operations


Ray Long - USPS manager of the Atlanta MRC


Aaron Horowitz - Cosmetique


Lloyd Karls - Fingerhut


Joyce Bagby - RJR Reynolds


Tom Davis - Newport News


Carol Morrow - BMG


Bill McKee - Columbia House


Brendan Sheehan - IMP

Bob explained that the only mail arriving at a mail recovery center has already been reviewed by hand to determine if it can be delivered or returned to the sender.  The mail is divided into letters, flats and parcels.  The letters run through a machine that detects whether it contains value, i.e. cash, check, credit card.  The “non-value” mail is then shredded and discarded.  The “value” mail is opened (by machine) to see if it actually contains cash, check or a credit card.  If so, the letter is put aside.  If it contains a check, the check usually has the person’s address on it.  That check is then returned to the sender.  Bob said the MRCs will return about $1.5 billion in checks this year.  He added that they return about $500,000 in cash each year.  Items that cannot be returned are held for at least 90 days in case an inquiry is made.  Accountable mail, e.g. insured mail, is held for a year.

The same basic process is used for flats and parcels, except they are all opened by hand.

Merchandise is separated into those which can be returned to the original company and those which cannot.  For example, separate bins exist for merchandise from Cosmetique, Columbia House, BMG, Newport News, Grolier, Bradford, etc.  The identifiable merchandise was all in its original packaging as received by the MRC.  Bob stated that they do not strip parcels or otherwise remove items from packaging where the merchandise can be identified.  The workgroup reviewed the merchandise in all stages up through the preparation for auction.  There was no merchandise in the auction that could be identified to a mailer.  On the other hand, they receive many CDs and tapes out of the original BMG or Columbia House packaging.  They cannot presume that those were mailed by BMG or Columbia House (versus an individual mailing to someone else.)

Merchandise which cannot be identified to a mailer is grouped according to the type of product, e.g. books, CDs, tapes, toys, etc.  About every other month, the non-identifiable merchandise is auctioned to help defray the costs of operating the MRCs.

After the tour, the workgroup had a discussion about how to reduce the parcel volume to the mail recovery centers, and other related topics, as outlined below:

· Postal clerks accept parcels, flats and letters (and put on the meter strip) even though the mail does not show a return address.  The failure to have a return address is one of the top reasons that mail eventually gets to a mail recovery center.  

· Postal employees are not adequately trained on how to handle the endorsements.  Postal clerks follow what they have been doing for years without regard to the endorsement.  One example is the continued forwarding of items to the MRCs that should be disposed of at the point of discovery.

· Harry Barnett is looking at designating one or two districts as test districts for training on the endorsements.  The intensive training and attention could be rolled out to other districts.

· There are no nationwide policies or standards on how BMCs, plants, CFSs, DDUs should handle merchandise that cannot be delivered, was not accepted by the customer, or became loose in the mail.  For example, different facilities hold merchandise for different number of days before sending it to the next facility for ultimate return to the original mailer.  It is an overall system problem that can be solved by changing the endorsements only.

· The unique aspect of the MRCs appears to focus more on returns rather than problems with the initial attempted delivery.  

· As a general principle, the workgroup agreed that mail should be returned at earliest point of discovery, i.e. as soon as it is learned that it cannot be delivered.  This will reduce the amount of handling and thus cost to the USPS.

· Mailers should better educate their customers about how to return parcels they do not want to keep (and pay for).  The workgroup discussed the possibility of a “Best Practices” instruction on returns.

· The use of delivery confirmation may act as a deterrent to fraud because the mailer can tell the customer that the parcel was delivered on a specific date.

· Accountable mail, i.e. insured, certified, etc., should be barcoded.  This would assist with locating pieces that arrive at the MRC.

· Some USPS facilities are sending mail to the MRCs using Priority Mail.  The use of airplanes for this mail is expensive and unnecessary.

The next meeting of the workgroup will be in October during the MTAC meeting (October 19-21).  Details on date and time to follow.
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