Merlin Barcode Quality Industry Best Practices Work Group

Minutes of 6/11/02 Meeting

The Merlin Barcode Quality Industry Best Practices Work Group held its second

meeting on June 11, 2002, from 10:00 am to 3:15 p.m. at USPS headquarters in

Washington, DC. Attendees included:

Industry

Wanda Senne, World Marketing Inc., Industry Co-Chair

Mark Breunig, Domino Amjet

Ernie Broennie, Mail Unlimited

Hank Cleffi, MFSA

Frank Csizmadia, QUAD/Graphics

Steve Colella, Calmark Inc.

Jay Gillotte, Presort Services

Linda King, R. R. Donnelley

Ramona Krogman, Videojet

John Kuhlig, Quebecor World

Marshall Lyon, Mail-Well Services

Bob O'Brien, Time Inc.

Kathy Siviter, PCSi, representing PostCom

Chuck Somerville, Scitex

Joel Thomas, NAPM

USPS

Scott Hamel, USPS Co-Chair

Hernan Borja, USPS Engineering

Paulette Kelly, USPS Business Mail Acceptance

John Sadler, USPS Business Mail Acceptance

Bell and Howell

Walter Conrad, Bell and Howell

Dan Parenti, Bell and Howell

Rich Wojdyla, Bell and Howell

Opening Remarks

Scott Hamel, USPS Co-Chair, reminded the participants that the work group has been

tasked with completing certain tasks prior to the September Postal Forum in Boston.

Accordingly, the issues on the agenda will be discussed first, then additional

issues can be discussed.

Review of Prior Recommendations

At the May 15 th meeting, the work group had made a list of recommendations for

changes to the barcode readability reports produced by Merlin. It was agreed at

that time that these issues will need to be discussed with Merlin equipment

manufacturer Bell and Howell, who were not present at the last meeting.

Accordingly, the 11 recommendations were discussed with the following resolutions.

1. A "versions" section should be added to the report that shows the Merlin

software version used, the presort database version used, the address database

(AMS) version used, the label list version used, and versions of any other

support software used by Merlin in assessing mail quality.

John Sadler responded that the USPS will add the versions section to the

Merlin report. The overall Merlin software version number will be printed on

the report beginning with the June 30 th software release (v 2.02) and the

additional versions information will be added in a future release.

2. A brief explanation of "soft" versus "hard" error codes should be included

with the report.

The Barcode Error Reference Guide, which currently is being updated, will

include an explanation of how to read and interpret the error codes and the

difference between warnings ("soft" error codes) and failures ("hard" error

codes). The USPS expects the updated guide to be completed in about two weeks

and will distribute copies to the workgroup co-chairs who will pass it on to

the workgroup members for review before the document is published on the USPS'

web site. The group also agreed that the barcode parameters/tolerances sheet

for Merlin should be included in the Barcode Error Reference Guide.

3. Mailers would like the "Postnet Barcode Readability Report," and the 2-page

"Barcode Components" report (including picture of the mail piece) for five

mailpieces of each error type (A-V, plus "barcode not found" errors, "Decoded-No

Image" errors, and "No Image Found" errors). There are 23 error

categories, so this would be a worst-case scenario of generating these reports

for 115 mailpieces--and that would only be if a mailing failed in every

possible category. In most cases, it would be a much smaller number.

The group discussed this issue at length. Bell and Howell reported that if

the report were to include the grey scale images of the mailpieces then it

would not be doable just because of the sheer size of the data, in that each

image would be up to 8MB, which would require an increase in the hard disk

drive size. In addition, it would slow down the processing time. A binary

image of the barcode and the error codes, however, would be much smaller and

more easily done.

After much discussion, it was agreed that an additional Merlin report should

be developed that would include one page of binary images (for as many pieces

as fit on a page, probably 4-5 pieces) of the barcode with the error codes

shown, for each category of failure. The report would look like the existing

Barcode Readability report, but would give more examples and examples for each

failure category. Mailers would be able to request a copy of this report for

any mailing testing on Merlin, whether the mailing passed barcode readability

or failed.

4. Mailers would like an aggregate report that shows the barcode error codes for

each mailpiece ID (e.g., 000349 D, N, V, "Barcode Not Found", etc.).

After discussion, it was agreed that another report would be made available on

request which would list each error type (warning and failure codes) and the

mailpiece IDs for the pieces that had received that error code. In essence,

this report is an expanded version of the barcode exception report with all

the categories of warnings and failures listed. For example, the format could

be:

Error Type: Found in Mailpiece ID:

A 0001, 0004, 0010, 0025

a 0002, 0030, 0300, 0425, 0999

Bell and Howell will produce a sample report format for the work group members

to review. In addition, the group discussed whether or not to print the error

listing only for pieces that received a certain number of warnings (e.g., 5 or

more), or all the pieces that received warnings/failures. Bell and Howell

will evaluate which is easier and do samples on a mailing with a high failure

rates and a mailing with a low failure rate to see the difference.

5. Have the address orientation setting that is input by the Merlin operator as

part of the test set-up, appear on the report.

According to Bell and Howell, if the grey scale image seen on the Barcode

diagnostic report appears correctly oriented (e.g., address right side up for

reading), then the orientation set up was done correctly. If the address on

the image appears upside down, rotated vertically, or backwards, then the set

up was not done correctly. It was decided that it is not necessary to add the

set-up address orientation to appear on the report as the information could be

misleading in that the piece still could be either fed incorrectly or the

orientation information entered incorrectly and this could not be determined

by having the information on the report.

6. The Operator ID code should be included in the header information on each page

of the report.

This modification will be included in the June 30 th release (v 2.02) of the

Merlin software.

7. Include an "override = Yes/No" legend on the report. If there was an override

done, show the reason for the override.

After discussion it was determined that the USPS needs this information, not

the mailer. The USPS said that it has systems in place currently to collect

data on overrides through PostalOne! and that, as of the June 30 th software

release, the barcode override occurrences will be added to the data

collection.

8. Change the language in the "USPS Acceptance Rate" column on Page 1 of the

Summary Verification Report to use consistent representation of tolerances.

Currently, the "greater than 90%" legend for Postnet Barcode refers to the

pass rate while the legends for the other categories refer to the error rate

(e.g., presort verification "less than 5%").

This modification will be made in the next release (September) of the Merlin

software. The language will be changed to consistently reflect the success

rates (e.g., "greater than...").

9. Use a different barcode error code than "barcode not found" for Planet code

errors when no Planet code appeared on the mail piece. Not all pieces in a

mailing may contain Planet codes and use of "barcode not found" implies an

error. Since Confirm soon will be a paid service, mail owners and service

providers, as well as the USPS, will be paying more attention to Planet code

quality, and the use of a "barcode not found" code may cause an incorrect

perception of errors on Planet Codes where none were applied.

The USPS reported that a separate report for Planet Code errors is being

developed and the Planet Code information no longer will be included in the

main barcode readability report. In the new Planet Code report, only the

Planet codes that can be seen will be counted in the number used to determine

the readability percentage. The USPS does not yet have a time frame on the

development of this report.

10. As recommended at a prior meeting, different names for the "barcode not

found," "De-coded No Image," and "No Image Found" errors should be developed

that are more reflective of the actual error types.

This item was tabled for discussion until later in the meeting.

11. On Page 2 of the "Barcode Components" report, the mailpiece ID should be

shown, and the barcode error codes (letters) should appear beneath the

appropriate bars in the barcode representation to help mailers identify which

bars contained which types of errors.

It was determined that this feature already exists in the current report. The

example which the group previously had reviewed was one for which no errors

had been found, therefore the information was not shown.

Additional Recommendations

The workgroup made the additional report improvement recommendations:

12. A 20 character alphanumeric field be made available for the Mailer Job #, and

that information should be printed on the summary verification report header.

The USPS agreed with this request and will advise as to when it will be

implemented.

Process Recommendations

At the last meeting, the group had developed the following process recommendations,

which were reviewed at this meeting with resolution as noted.

1. Merlin should be programmed so that the required reports print out

automatically (e.g., barcode reports for barcode readability errors, presort

reports for presort errors, etc.). Mailers continue to report problems

obtaining reports, particularly on mailings that achieve passing Merlin

barcode readability scores, but show some error (e.g., 92% score, etc.).

John Sadler proposed that certain reports should be generated by Merlin

automatically at the end of each test. Other reports (more voluminous or time

consuming to print) should be made available within 24 hours of the Merlin

test, if requested by the mailer. A form could be developed listing all the

available reports which the mailer could use to request reports. Mr. Sadler

will develop a list proposing which reports would be automatic and which would

be available on request. The list will be circulated to the workgroup prior

to the next meeting.

2. It was reported that no barcode error codes (letters) appear under the bars in

the barcode representation if the machine is run in "diagnostic" mode.

Further investigation on this issue is needed.

If the piece fails, the barcode error codes do appear. If the pieces were not

failures, as the examples we had reviewed, then the information does not

appear.

3. Some mailers report being given the "old" style reports versus the "new" style

that are produced with the upgraded software. The USPS will investigate if

this is happening and why.

This is an issue created by some sites having received the newer version of

the software and others that have not. By the end of June, all the upgrades

should be completed and all report formats will be the same.

4. The USPS should continue to pursue automatic national software upgrade

downloads, versus manual installation of software upgrades at the Merlin site.

The USPS is reviewing this issue. Some files are too large to do this. All

the appropriate version numbers for the various data sets used will be

available on the next Merlin software version.

5. Question: if Merlin utilizes 360 degree, wide angle field of view technology,

why does the operator enter the address orientation in the set-up? If the

equipment can read an address/barcode anywhere on the piece, why enter this

information before the test?

Bell and Howell responded that telling the equipment where to look for the

information lets the processor work faster and saves CPU horsepower. Merlin

does more analysis than any other USPS barcode reader equipment.

Remarks by Bob O'Brien

Bob O'Brien reported that the Mail Preparation Quality MTAC Work Group, from which

this work group was an offshoot, has officially been sunset. While all the issues

may not have been resolved, the purpose of that workgroup was to develop the program

recommendations, which was completed. He reported that if there is a need for

another work group to be developed to work on specific issues, then that can be

done.

Correlation Test

Bob O'Brien and Kathy Siviter gave an update on the status of the Merlin correlation

test. PostCom developed a test description, as well as a list of critical barcode

parameters that should be tested, which was distributed for review to the industry

members of the Mail Preparation Quality Work Group. The final version was given to

the Postal Service and an initial meeting with USPS officials and representatives

from PostCom, MFSA, and NAPM will be held in the next few weeks. Bob O'Brien and

Michele Denny are coordinating the initial meeting.

Barcode Error Reference Guide

The USPS reported that the updated version of the Barcode Error Reference Guide

should be completed in about two weeks. The update includes the industry

recommendations made by the Mail Preparation Quality Work Group. The updated guide

will be distributed to the members of this committee for input prior to being posted

on the USPS web site. Scott Hamel asked that if anyone has suggested changes, they

provide proposed language with their edits to Wanda Senne, who will consolidate the

comments.

Merlin Users Guide

It was agreed that a subgroup of volunteers from the workgroup will develop a

preliminary list, using the below format, for the User's Guide ("Mailers Guide to

Merlin").

Topics: Does it Already Exist? Usable in its present form?

(If so, where?)

The subgroup, which will be led by Kathy Siviter, will include: Steve Colella, Jay

Gillotte, Ernie Broennie, Wanda Senne, Rich Wojdyla, Joel Thomas, and Linda King.

The purpose of the User's Guide is to:

-Prepare mailers to play an active role in Merlin implementation/deployment

-Define communications between the USPS and the mailer during Merlin

implementation/deployment

-Describe the support resources/references available

-Convey the importance of quality mail preparation

The subgroup will prepare a preliminary outline in about two weeks, which then will

be circulated to the other workgroup members.

Best Practices

Another subgroup was made up that will draft a preliminary list of industry best

practices. It is envisioned that this will be a short handout that can be prepared

for mass distribution to customers when they are slated for Merlin deployment, as

well as at the National Postal Forum and through PCCs and other postal customer

meetings.

In addition, the three inkjet manufacturers agreed to develop a list of general best

practices for using inkjet equipment that are not equipment-specific, which can be

incorporated into the best practices guide. Mark Breunig, Domino Amjet, agreed to

coordinate the development of this vendor list and provide the finished list to co-chair

Wanda Senne. Each vendor also reported that their company also is working on

equipment-specific best practices that will be available to their customers.

This subgroup will be coordinated by Ernie Broennie, and volunteers to participate

include Marshall Lyon, Rich Wojdyla, Frank Csizmadia, Steve Colella, and Ramona

Krogman.

Additional best practices that were brainstormed at this meeting include:

1. Using fonts/specifications that are not too close to the edge of the tolerance

for that barcode parameter. Ask vendor for printing specification choices.

2. Use caution in folding inserts to maintain window clearance.

In addition to the existing points developed by the workgroup, Mr. Hamel encouraged

the subgroup to review the MPTQM materials, which already include some mail quality

preparation best practices which may be of use in this handout.

Other Issues

The workgroup also discussed other Merlin issues, not specifically included in its

charter, with the following resolution.

1. New Procedures for Dust Detection. The USPS has added a "dust detector"

procedure to the Merlin process. Prior to each Merlin test, the operator will

run a camera lens dust detector card to ensure that the Merlin camera is clean

and properly calibrated. In the new software, version 2.02, if the card is

run and the equipment fails the test, the operator is advised to clean the

camera aperture. The USPS also reminded workgroup members that it had

increased the camera cleaning frequency to every tour (shift) and a sensor to

indicate when the bulb overheats has been added.

The group discussed this procedure, with mailers encouraging the Postal

Service to run the dust detector card both immediately before and immediately

after each Merlin test to ensure that the camera was functioning properly when

the test was run. Mr. Sadler said that the USPS would consider, if the dust

detector test failed, going back to the previously run mailing and, if the

mail still is available, re-testing it once the camera aperture has been

cleaned and the dust detector test run successfully, or, if the mail no longer

is available (an unlikely situation), then overriding the failure and allowing

the mailing to pass barcode readability because of a possible camera problem.

USPS Engineering said that the process of feeding the dust detector card can

be done incorrectly, producing misleading results. The USPS will review this

issue and respond to mailers at the next meeting.

2. Appeals/Pre-Test Reports. For barcode readability testing only, mailers will

receive all automatically-generated Merlin reports and any optional reports

requested when they submit samples to the Chicago pre-testing facility. For Merlin Barcode 

appeals on barcode readability, the mailer will receive all barcode

readability reports.

3. Revised Barcode Error Codes. The USPS and Bell and Howell have been working

on redefining/renaming three of the barcode error codes which mailers at a

previous meeting had identified as misleading and confusing. The revisions,

which will appear in the updated version of the Barcode Error Reference Guide,

and will be included in the June 30 th Merlin software release, will be as

follows:

Barcode Not Found. The current "Barcode Not Found" error code will be renamed

to "Unrecognized Barcode." The definition that appears in the Barcode Error

Reference Guide now will remain the same, just the name will change to be more

descriptive of the error type. Mailers said that "Barcode Not Found" implied

that there was no barcode on the mailpiece. While a missing barcode will

produce this error code, other situations, as defined in the Error Reference

Guide, also will illicit this error code.

Decode No Image. The current "Decode No Image" will be renamed to "Recognized

but Not Analyzed Barcode." This error code means that Merlin found a barcode,

but it was so flawed that it could not be analyzed.

No Image Found. The current "No Image Found" will be renamed to "Report Image

Can Not Be Displayed." This error code means that there is a problem with the

barcode, but Merlin has lost the binary image and can not display it for the

report.

4. Mysterious Errors. Mailers continue to report incidences where Merlin detects

a barcode readability problem but a second test or visual inspection reveals

that the barcodes are within specifications. The USPS strongly urged mailers

to report all such incidences and submit the actual mailpieces to Hernan

Borja, USPS Engineering, 8403 Lee Hwy, Merrifield VA 22082 (703-280-7051, or

e-mail to "hborja@email.usps.gov") for testing. If the physical mailpieces

can not be sent, a good quality photocopy as well as the Merlin diagnostic

report should be submitted for review. The USPS said that if the physical

mailpieces are sent, it will attempt a quick turnaround of the pieces back to

the mailer.

5. Quicker Mail Entry for Appeals. Mailers of time sensitive pieces asked the

USPS to consider an option that would allow the test mailpieces to be entered

into the mailstream as soon as possible following the appeals test in Chicago,

rather than being sent back to the mailer which often adds 1-2 days to the

time lag before they are entered into the mailstream. The USPS agreed that it

would allow mailers an option during appeal where they can pay the additional

postage on the test pieces, send the pieces to Chicago for appeal, and the

USPS then would enter the pieces in the mailstream at a postal facility near

to the Bell and Howell site in Chicago. Mr. Sadler said that the USPS agrees

with the recommendation and will get back to mailers on the implementation

date.

6. Image Lock. Some mailers had reported instances of "image lock" where the

Merlin camera holds an image of a previously tested piece over to the next

piece. Bell and Howell does not see how this could happen and has never seen

it happen. The USPS urged mailers that if they think they see this occur, to

contact Hernan Borja, USPS Engineering (703-280-7051, or e-mail to

"hborja@email.usps.gov") as quickly as possible.

7. Erroneous History. Mailers are concerned that in situations were an override

is made on a Merlin test, but the data does not get collected by PostalOne!,

then an erroneous history for that mailer is created. Eventually,

particularly for MPTQM mailers, the USPS may start decreasing the frequency of Merlin 

Merlin testing based on the mailer's quality history and if there is erroneous

information, the mailer may be tested more frequently than necessary. The

USPS will review the issue and respond to the workgroup at the next meeting.

8. Data on Overrides. Mailers asked the USPS to provide data on how many

overrides of Merlin tests have occurred, and (if possible) for what reason.

The USPS said that its area offices say the data exists, so they will respond

at the next meeting.

9. Flats Barcode Template. Mailers at a previous meeting of the Mail Preparation

Quality Work Group had asked the USPS to develop a barcode template for flats,

which does not now exist. Mr. Sadler reported that Karen Magazino, USPS Mail

Preparation and Standards, is working on this effort.

10. Postage Adjustment. Mailers feel that the postage adjustment methodology for

Merlin should be adjusted to be more reasonable for mailings that are close to

the pass/fail threshold. Currently, once a mailing falls below the pass/fail

threshold (90 percent for letters, 80 percent for flats) the entire mailing is

assessed the additional postage. Mailers would like the USPS to consider, for

mailings scoring at least 50 percent for barcode readability, the postage

adjustment would be equal to the percent of the mailing that doesn't pass

(e.g., a 60 percent score would get a postage adjustment for 40 percent of the

mailing).

11. Obtaining Mailpieces from Merlin testing. Some mailers report difficulty in

obtaining the actual physical test mailpieces from local USPS personnel. Mr.

Sadler said that his office should be contacted if this is happening.

According to the USPS' SOP, mailers should be given access to the test pieces

and can take back the pieces for analysis, except in cases where the mailer is

appealing the Merlin barcode readability test results.

12. Web Site Address. The USPS said that the address for its Business Mail

Acceptance web site will remain http://www.uspspostalone.com/nonsecure/bma

until further notice.

13. Check Digit Correction. One workgroup member recounted a case where Merlin

could not read one bar of a barcode, which resulted in a cascading of error

types. According to Bell and Howell, if Merlin loses a bar of the barcode, it

fails the barcode and can not make a correction based on using the check digit

of the barcode like USPS equipment does. Ms. Siviter noted that this issue

should be included in the barcode parameters for the correlation test.

14. Bar Tilt. A very technical discussion ensued over different types of bar tilt

within a barcode. Bell and Howell explained that a bar tilted like a "C" has

a better chance of being read than one that tilts like a "palm tree".

Next Meeting

The next meeting has been  scheduled for Monday, July 15, 2002, in Chicago at the USPS International Mail Center at the back of O’Hare airport, from 10:00 am to

2:00 p.m. At that meeting, the group plans to be able to review near-finished

versions of the mailer User's Guide for Merlin and the Industry Best Practices for

Barcode Quality handout. In addition, the inkjet manufacturers will bring copies of

any best practices materials available from their companies.

