Notes from Future Flats Strategies MTAC Work Group Meeting

Tuesday, June 12, 2001

The meeting was hosted by the USPS and held at the Baltimore P&DC in Baltimore, MD. The agenda is attached. The meeting started with the introduction of approximately 30 attendees.

Elliot Siegel distributed copies of the AP 9 Flats Performance Achievement report to the workgroup.  This report was created to monitor the effect that various flats processing improvements, especially implementation of the AFSM 100, has on operations.  The results for AP 9 represent the highest performance achieved yet. With six AFSM 100 machines being deployed each week, further bottom line improvements are expected.

Jaime Fuentes provided an update on the USPS Corporate Flats Strategy. The Postal Service hopes to publish its Corporate Flats Strategy paper in the next few weeks. The same document will be used internally and externally. USPS plans to track progress using established timelines. A formal distribution plan for the document is being developed.

Jim Matalik and Tom Chapman (Arthur D. Little) gave a progress report on the mail characteristics study being conducted for the AFSM 100. The pilot/screening test completed March 13th in Baltimore was used to develop and validate test methods and tools for the final test, as well as establishing a set of “rough” characteristics (setting limits) for testing. The pilot looked at many different types of flats, including a wide variety of sizes, shapes (tabloids, standard size, digest-size, non-standard size, CDs, inserts), and polywrapped materials.

Final testing will be conducted July 9 through August 3 in Denver. The results of this study will serve as the basis for determining the range of mail characteristics that the AFSM 100 can process. The USPS has received good cooperation from the polywrap vendors in supplying rolls of various grades of poly. Mailers' support again will be needed in providing test samples, including the following types:

· bound pieces, particularly thicker pieces;

· unusual-sized pieces (catalogs bound on the short edge, square or near-square shaped pieces, etc.);     

· pieces that would fail the current "droop" test (very thin, flimsy pieces);

· polywrapped pieces that are not the typical FSM 881 approved variety

Mailers interested in supplying test samples should contact Tom Chapman at (703) 526-8088 or chapman.tom@adlittle.com.

Test results are expected to be finalized and communicated to the workgroup in September or October.

Joe Schick provided an update on the Flat Preparation Alternatives Work Group, whose purpose is to find ways of streamlining the mail preparation process and as a result reduce Postal Service and mailer preparation costs. Testing was supposed to initially start at the end of March, but got off to a slow start when industry participants were not able to provide test mail.  Accordingly, the test has been extended until the end of July. 

Participants are presenting mail using a variety of methods, including mail in gaylords, loose on pallets, large packages with one strap sorted to five-digit or three-digit, and loose in flat tubs.  One concern discussed at the last meeting revolved around test participants presenting carrier route presort on the same pallet as 3 and 5-digit test mail. The USPS must move the pallet to one location, remove the test mail, and then move the pallet again in order to process the carrier route presorted mail.  The group is now looking at possible ways to present both types of mail on the same pallet in a manner than can be easily separated, to reduce the USPS movement of the pallets.  During the last six weeks of the test, more participants will try and come up with ways to present the mail in five-digit scheme sortation where possible.

The workgroup participants anticipate there should be enough data from the test mail to validate the concept.  Some concerns already have been identified by the workgroup, including the fact that printers would find it too costly to run two separate processing lines to prepare mail in differing ways, e.g. carrier route mail in one manner and non-carrier route mail a different way. That could add costs to the process rather than reduce costs.  

Another issue discussed was that a successful alternate flats preparation method could change the amount of volume required for Small Parcel and Bundle Sorter (SPBS) processing. 

A container development subgroup was established and held its first meeting to figure out the best ways to move larger groupings of mail from the mailers' plant, maintain pallet integrity, and directly feed into USPS' flats sorting equipment.  Other things to consider with any new type of container would be the impact on warehousing, material movement, cube, and the transportation/distribution process. 

Participation in the container development subgroup includes printers, USPS, equipment vendors and engineers. 

Jo Ann Miller gave a status report on optimizing flat mail automation readability. The USPS and mailers are developing a communications brochure to be used as a reference for the preparation of both barcoded and non-barcoded flats.  This brochure will provide recommendations for improving OCR/BCR read rates which encompasses address formats, locations, barcode applications, fonts, spacing and clear areas.  

The group reviewed the draft in detail and made several additional recommendations for improvement.  The draft will be updated to reflect the changes and disseminated to the workgroup members.  A plan will then be determined to ensure wide distribution of this information.

Prior to finalizing the document, mail pieces will be prepared in accordance with the recommended guidelines so that the USPS can test it for readability.  Mailers want the Postal Service to quantify the cost savings that could be achieved from improved readability and deliverability. While cost savings could and should occur in processing and delivery, the exact value attributable to this initiative would be difficult to quantify.  There certainly appears to be potential for improving read rates by several percentage points.  Quantifying savings in the delivery area is even more challenging. The savings potential in delivery is related to how having delivery addresses placed uniformly on flats would facilitate carrier casing and delivery.

George Coupar gave an update on ID tagging flat mail. The USPS is exploring various technologies capable of spraying some type of ID tag on flats as they are being processed.  Currently, flat mail that is not readable by the OCR/BCR to a sufficient depth of code required for sorting, must be manually keyed as it is processed.  If an ID tag was applied to these pieces, they would only have to be keyed once and then readers would obtain the barcode information from the ID tag on subsequent processing, thereby reducing the Postal Service's costs. 

Based on the results of the preliminary study, there are several technologies that warrant further study.  The Postal Service would like feedback from industry if any of the technologies being considered would not be acceptable to mailers. 

Chuck Shaw informed the workgroup that an informal test of delivery point sequencing (DPS) flats is underway in Annapolis, Md.  The USPS is sequencing flats for five carriers (two park and loop routes, two mounted routes and one mixed route).  So far, the USPS is seeing about a 70 percent sequencing rate.  The USPS is conducting the experiment because it wants to learn more about the DPS flats concept (machine/handling problems, stacking, staging the mail, facing the mail, etc.), and the impact it would have on operations, particularly carriers. It was emphasized that the USPS is not testing the machine, but rather experimenting with the concept of DPS flats.

The expectation is that DPSing flats would reduce carrier office casing time.  The impact on the carriers street time and the net overall effect from DPS needs to be looked at closely.  The USPS plans to continue conducting the informal test to gain some experience and knowledge of the challenges and opportunities that could result from delivery point sequencing flats.

The next meeting is tentatively scheduled for September 12, 2001, location to be determined. More detailed information will be sent to you in August 2001.  Send all comments concerning these minutes to Clarence Banks and Elliot Siegel.

Clarence Banks





Elliot Siegel

RR Donnelley





USPS

