






February 25, 2002

Notes from Future Flats Strategies MTAC Workgroup Meeting 

Thursday January 24, 2002

The meeting was held at the HQ Engineering Building in Merrifield VA. The agenda and attendee list are attached. The meeting was once again very well attended with approximately 40 representatives from the mailing industry, equipment vendors, and the USPS. After introductions and an overview of the agenda, the following items were covered: 

Elliot Siegel provided handouts of the AP 2 FY 02 Flats Performance Achievement tracking report. The Postal Service has made consistent and notable progress in improving overall flats productivity (over 200 pieces per work hour). The bottom line end of year goal that had been set for FY 01 is being surpassed. For FY 02 the bar has been significantly raised. 

Pat Killeen advised that the web based, electronic Form 3749 Irregularity Reporting process which successfully completed pilot testing, will be more rigorously tested beginning in March 2002. The workgroup is looking for an internal sponsor (process owner) in order to move forward to implementation. Pat will discuss with the new Manager of the BSN, Robin Ware.

Tom Chapman provided a detailed update on the Mail Characteristics Study.  About 250,000 data points from flat mail test pieces were collected and compiled. These pieces were run through the AFSM 100 multiple times. Tom shared preliminary findings regarding how the machine processed mail according to the characteristics of length, height, and thickness, as well as stiffness and flimsiness. The critical factors evaluated were jams, doubles, misfaced and damage rates. It appears that the AFSM 100 handles the current FSM 881 range of mail with respect to length, height, and thickness. For newspapers, quarter folded pieces ran best, when compared to half-fold and broadsheet. 

For polywraps, a new requirement called “blocking factor” (the force needed to pull two polywraps apart) may be needed. 

Although the study was conducted, the report is not ready for issuance. Some additional data regarding “piece weight” is needed. Samples for performing this test, scheduled to begin at the end of February, were requested from mailers. Mailers were also asked to provide samples to be used for testing the cover damage issue. Key factors surrounding cover damage include piece weight, stitching, cover tear strength, and coefficient of friction between the cover and body. In addition the Postal Service has taken steps to minimize cover damage, by instructing employees on proper methods for feeding the AFSM, and having the AFSM vendor work on feeder improvements.

George Coupar provided an update on ID Tagging. This concept involves reducing the need to re-key flat mail pieces once they have been initially resolved. The solution being worked on would tag only those pieces that do not already contain a good barcode. Applying a white label with a barcode to flats is underway (using the AFSM 100 as the test machine) and appears to be working. Contracts are in place for alternative ink applications, i.e. florescent and photochromic. In parallel, a record system is being developed to keep track of all the ID Tags and results. 

Barbara Babineau gave an update of the Optimizing Flat Mail Readability guideline. The document is complete. Confirmation testing of the guideline parameters will be performed prior to dissemination to the mailing community.

Joe Schick discussed the status of the Alternative Flats Preparation workgroup. Mailers want simplification of mail preparation requirements. Some of the issues that look promising and are being focused on include Super Sort plans (combining multiple 5-digit zones), and 3-digit pallets (instead of SCF; targeted to a sort plan). Ralph Walker passed around samples of some alternate containers being looked at, which can handle a larger amount of stacked flats. The final report from this group is still pending. 

Clarence Banks indicated that our group has basically fulfilled its mission and will now sunset.  The few pending items will continue being addressed by the parties involved,  and the workgroup members will receive updates. If there is a need to form a new workgroup on any particular topic or additional information is needed, the MTAC Steering Committee is the proper venue for making such a request.

The following summarizes the accomplishments stemming from of the group since beginning as “Flat’s Day” on February 8, 2000 at the Baltimore P&DC. :

Mission:  Exploring ways to lower flats processing costs for the USPS and its customers.

Accomplishments/Status:

1. Developed a guideline for Optimizing Readability of Flat Size Mail. Testing to validate the guideline and a plan to disseminate brochure information to mailers are underway. There appears to be an opportunity to improve readability by a factor of 5%-8%. (George Hurst will be coordinating).

2. Developed and initiated a DMM regulation (C840.3.3) allowing application of a second POSTNET barcode to flat mail. This provides an opportunity for mailers (consolidators, presorters) to increase the amount of barcoded flats. (Karen Magazino).

3. Supported Flats Bundle Collator testing by providing Carrier Route Presort mail in Line of Travel (or Walk Sequence) order, bearing a delivery point (11-digit) barcode. This was an early effort to test the possibility and efficacy of Delivery Point Sequencing (DPS) for flats. In addition, mailers began the process of changing over to the more desirable (though not required) 11-digit barcode format. (Chuck Shaw).

4. Provided input and test mail pieces for conducting the Mail Characteristics Study. 

Initial testing is completed; further necessary testing being conducted relative to piece weight variable. Once results are analyzed a final report will be issued.  After review and feedback, a Federal Register pertaining to these standards will be issued. (Sherry Suggs Freda will be coordinating).

5. Issued and disseminated a Corporate Flats Strategy document. This plan describes the near term plans the USPS has for achieving breakthrough performance with flats as well as the future vision.   (Jamie Fuentes). 

6. As implementation of the AFSM 100 took hold, results of the USPS flat’s automation program were monitored and tracked by use of the Flats Performance Achievement Report.  In the past year and a half, beginning Accounting Period 13 of Fiscal Year 2000 through Accounting Period 5 of Fiscal Year 2002, flats distribution productivity in the Plants improved overall by 327 pieces per work hour.

7. ID Tag technology that will eliminate the need to re-key non-readable flats during subsequent handlings, is being pursued. (George Coupar working on this issue).

8. Investigated (via a separate workgroup) mail preparation/presentation alternatives. Testing completed; awaiting results and recommendations.  (Joe Schick and Tim Haney, MTAC co-chairs).                                

-Initiated investigation into a Flats Feeder Assist Device, to complement and facilitate the flat machine feeding process. Fielded and tested prototype. (Wes Goode).

9. Revised (by a separate workgroup) the process for reporting mailing irregularities back to customers. Looking to make this process web based. Awaiting the naming of a USPS sponsor for implementation.  (Pat Killeen, Joyce McGarvey, MTAC co-chairs).

We would like to take this opportunity to recognize and thank all participants for their hard work, very active membership, and invaluable input to this workgroup.  

Send any comments/suggestions/corrections concerning these minutes to Elliot Siegel.
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