MTAC WORKGROUP REPORT
PREPARING FLATS USING ALTERNATE PACKAGING
JANUARY 30, 2001 MEETING

This was the first joint USPS/Industry meeting of this workgroup. According to postal officials, they have held two internal meetings prior to this. The meeting was extremely well attended on the industry side, with standing room only--approximately 30-40 people were in attendance. Postal Service co-chair Tim Haney was unable to make the meeting, but was replaced by Tony Dobush who is very knowledgeable on the issues at hand. Joe Schick, the industry co-chair, led the meeting.

Workgroup Mission

Joe Schick reviewed the workgroup's mission statement, which is:

"Escalating flat mail postage rates compel industry and the Postal Service to focus more intently on improving flat sorting efficiencies for cost reduction. The elimination (or modification) of packaging has been identified as a key element of this endeavor. Rather than developing isolated aspects of the process, the work group will be tasked with designing a delivery system for flats from binding line, through induction point of USPS flat sorting devices. The desired results are faster and more efficient mail processing of flat mail, translating to measurable net "system" cost reductions."

Joe Schick stressed that although the language may use terms like "binding line" that appear to be printer-specific, the workgroup will be looking at all types of mailer operations, including lettershops.

Tony Dobush read a slightly different mission statement that the Postal Service has developed. After a short discussion, the workgroup agreed that the two mission statements should be merged. Joe Schick will work on this for the next meeting, but the statements were very similar so he did not anticipate any problems.

The Test

The Postal Service and industry have agreed to engage in a 90-day test of alternate flats preparation methods. The goal of the test will be to identify ways to reduce costs for both the Postal Service and the industry and improve consistency of service from the Postal Service. Several different types of flats preparation methods will be tested and evaluated. The test will be limited to Periodicals mail so that it can more easily be controlled and the volume will not overwhelm the Postal Service. Participants will be asked to commit a certain amount of volume for the entirety of the 90-day test.

Tony Dobush reported that the Postal Service has held internal meetings with a broad cross-functional representation, including processing, operations, legal, engineering, financial, safety, and others. They brainstormed to try and better understand the processes involved and developed an internal document. The test will help identify the specific issues at different postal facilities, including P&DCs and delivery units.

The USPS group also has discussed the "super sort" that test participants would need to perform to take advantage of the AFSM 100's sort capabilities. The sort plan would be similar to the L001 labeling list currently in the Domestic Mail Manual (DMM) but with some differences.

Some of the challenges the USPS already has discussed internally are how to take mail from pallets to the AFSM 100 induction, and how to measure the impacts from the test on its complement and workhours. On the latter issue, the Postal Service plans to develop baseline data from APs 5 and 6. USPS engineering will be looking at how to put samples together and delivery will be closely monitoring changes in function 4 (processing in delivery units by clerks) workhours. The Postal Service also is working with its unions to ensure the test is carried out smoothly with minimal disruption. Cheryl Beller will be ensuring that any acceptance issues are resolved.

The test now is scheduled to begin on March 31, 2001, with a pre-test to start on March 17th. It is critical that the test participants provide enough volume to provide meaningful data. Postal officials could not pinpoint an exact minimum volume figure that they felt would suffice, but said that once they are able to obtain preliminary data from participants as to their potential test volumes, they will know if it will be sufficient.

The test sites have been selected and the Area Vice Presidents have been advised of the details, with specific contacts and teams set up in each area to monitor and collect data during the test. The test sites are: Capitol Metro (Washington DC P&DC), Carol Stream IL, Kansas City MO, and Royal Oak MI.

At the Carol Stream test site, the Postal Service will be testing use of an assist device to feed the flats from the mailers' pallets directly to the AFSM 100 feed table. This would eliminate any physical handling of the mail. The machine can grab up to 36" of flats and load the mail from pallets directly on to the AFSM 100 feed table.

The workgroup discussed how mailers should prepare the flats. Options considered were preparing "loose" flats on pallets, stacking flats in gaylords to be placed on pallets, loading the flats into ergo-carts at the postal facilities, using "egg cartons," and other options. (Russ Shores has access to "egg cartons" that were used years ago and sound like they might be a good option for mailers to load flats into and then place on pallets.)

Brainstorming to Identify Issues of Concern

The workgroup brainstormed to identify issues of concern that may not have arisen in prior discussions. The following concerns were identified:

-impact on drop ship. Joe Lubenow raised the concern that because the test does not include carrier route packages, if participants must prepare the test mail on separate pallets it could negatively impact drop ship programs. Ideally, the test mail should be prepared on the same pallet or in the same container as the carrier route mail. After much discussion, the group decided that test participants should prepare the test mail "loose" on pallets with the carrier route packaged portion on the bottom and the test mail on the top. In addition, the Postal Service asked if the different sort plans could be separated in some way.

-extension to other flat sorting operations? Joe Schick asked if the USPS would extend the test to the FSM 1000 and FSM 881. The Postal Service indicated that it wants to limit the test to the AFSM 100 for now.

-current industry use of robotics/automation. Andy Roussel commented that whatever long term solution the workgroup considers will have to work with current industry trends towards automation and robotics and the methods already being employed by industry.

-"super sort" database updating. Concerns were raised as to the Postal Service's ability to update the database that would house the super sort information.

-container integrity. Concerns were raised about container integrity issues during transportation between mailer/postal facilities. After some discussion, it was agreed that a test of transporting pallets with "loose" flats on the top and minimal strapping could be performed as soon as possible so that the result of this test would be known before the formal 90-day test begins. Andy Roussel will conduct a test transporting such pallets between their facilities and postal facilities.

-run time on the AFSM 100. Postal officials advised that the test likely will add run time to the AFSM 100 operations (estimated 17-18% additional run time) but they do not anticipate this to cause undue problems.

-savings on highly dense carrier route mailings? The conclusion is that, even on highly dense carrier route mailings, there still are significant cost savings that can be gained by the alternate preparation methods.

-no presort software changes to participate in test. The industry cautioned that no changes to presort software can be required to participate in the test because there is not time to accomplish changes through the commercial software market. Cheryl Beller noted that once mailers get above the 5-digit make-up level, they would only have to package carrier route mail. The barcoded and non-barcoded portion could be prepared loose. This would eliminate the need for software changes, but might require some manual manipulation on the binding line.

-test participants will incur additional costs. Test participants need to be prepared to incur some additional costs to prepare mail during the test--for the good of the whole.

-possible impact on delivery. The Postal Service noted that, depending on how the test mail is presented, there may be an impact on postal operations that causes the test mail not to be worked until a later operation than it normally would have been. This could delay delivery, perhaps by a day, and therefore weekly Periodicals may not want to participate. Participating publishers should be advised that some impact on delivery may occur. Some may not wish to participate for this reason.

Test Specifications

After discussing the various aspects of the test, the following were identified as necessary to add to the list of test specifications. Karen Magazino will be working to finalize the specifications so that a notice can be published in the Postal Bulletin advising printers and publishers of the test specifications.

-four test sites as listed previously

-different preparation methods (loose, logs, sleeved)

-specific minimum pallet volumes may be defined

-the test mail should be presented on pallets with the test mail on the top and any carrier route packages on the bottom

-special pallet placards may be required to identify the test mail

-the loose portion of the flats may be presented stacked in gaylords and placed on the pallets, or possibly in the "egg carton" containers described by Russ Shores. If in gaylords, they would have to be no more than 36" high (gaylords will not necessarily be a solution for the long term as they are expensive). Slip sheets should be used only as often as necessary to maintain the integrity of the flats

-the mail will be separated by sort plan as much as volume warrants (Linda Kingsley pointed out that the biggest concern USPS plant managers have with this test is the likely increased run time on the AFSM 100s--which would be greatly diminished if the mail is separated by sort plan)

Action Items

The following action items were assigned during the workgroup meeting:

1. Tony Dobush will e-mail to workgroup members by Friday the super sort schemes so that potential participants can evaluate the impact on their operations.

2. Karen Magazino will work with the necessary personnel to finalize the test specifications so that the information can be distributed through the workgroup members as well as in a Postal Bulletin notice.

3. Andy Roussel will conduct an informal test of transporting pallets made up as described in the test specifications to ensure pallet load integrity during transit.

4. Joe Schick will communicate preliminary information on the test to potential test participants over the next few weeks. Once the final test specifications have been published by the Postal Service, he will make every effort to distribute the information as much as possible.

5. Potential test participants on the workgroup will look at the super sort plan as soon as it is made available and provide the Postal Service with estimates of participating volumes.

New Container Workgroup

The workgroup agreed that a smaller and more specialized workgroup is needed to look at development of a new container that will help minimize mailer preparation costs and Postal Service processing costs. The new workgroup should include representatives from industry finishing and engineering functions and Postal Service engineering as well as potential manufacturers/suppliers. It was also suggested that representatives from robotics manufacturers, lettershops and Standard Mail preparation vendors be involved. Anyone interested in participating on the workgroup should contact Joe Schick.

Next Steps/Time Lines

A task list will be included in the minutes of the meeting. The workgroup wants to maintain aggressive time lines, so everyone needs to keep moving. Joe Schick indicated that monthly workgroup meetings are warranted. After some discussion, it was decided that the next meeting will be on February 27, 2001, in Baltimore MD from 9:00 am to 12:00 noon.

