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Work Group Leaders:
John Brown, USPS





Joe Schick, Quad/Graphics, Inc.
The meeting was held at the Fort Myers, FL Processing & Distribution Center, which serves as one of the key facilities for testing of new equipment and technologies for the Postal Service. This provided the work group with an opportunity to see first-hand testing of a conceptual flat tray, as well as modifications that have been made to the Flats Feeder Assist System (FFAST).

John Brown and Ralph Walker reported on testing that had been done with the blue flat trays. Trays had been filled (non-compensated) with non-labeled magazines and catalogs supplied by many of the work group member companies. Pallets were built with the full trays (35-45 pounds each). The pallets had 3 layers with 10 trays on each layer. The total weight of the pallet was approximately 1200 pounds. The trays that were used for this test were 15 inches long.
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The Postal Service also filled some trays with “live” mail that was taken from the 035 (prep) operation. This provided an opportunity to better emulate what really happens on a flat sorter, when flats of different shapes and sizes are sorted together.

Using the FFAST, the USPS was able to move the flat trays from the pallet to the feeder on the flat sorter, then flip the tray so that the backbone on the flats was down, cut the straps, and pull the tray off. 
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The work group witnessed the process as we spent about an hour at the AFSM100 on the workroom floor. Some observations:

· Industry members commented that it would be difficult to build trays as full as were created manually for the test. (what constitutes a full tray – letter world?)

· Some assumptions were being made that pallets would be made to a 5-digit scheme, but mail volumes will generally not facilitate that. Containers will be made up to the schemes, but pallet levels should not change merely as a result of a new container for flats.

· Schemed trays on pallets would still have to be sorted at some point in the process. Because of the size and weight of the containers, that could require the need for the FFAST or some other lift device.

· To be totally effective, it would probably be necessary to extend the feeder ledge to accommodate more mail.

· Polywrapped material was not included in the test, but needs to be part of future testing to determine whether there is any impact on pieces sticking together.

· Use of the FFAST in conjunction with the trays allows one person to feed two induction stations, which could reduce the number of people needed in that operation from 3 to 2.

· Quality and integrity of the mail appeared to be maintained throughout the process.

The USPS will continue testing of the blue trays at Fort Myers. Ralph Walker has supplied many of the member companies with a number of the trays, and they will be conducting their own internal tests during the next few weeks. Feedback from the mailing industry will be one of the key agenda items for our next meeting. It should be noted that the blue tray IS NOT the final design, but it is a good starting point.

Many ideas for a live mail test were discussed, but it was decided that we should hold off on anything formal until the end of the year. The USPS has encouraged individual companies that have specific proposals for submitting test mail in the blue trays, or in other ways, to contact Ralph Walker to coordinate the effort. 

A number of other ideas and concepts were also discussed during the meeting. 

As a follow up to a presentation on “newsstand-type” preparation he made at our last meeting, Chris Brown, RRD, talked about the continued testing they had done. Newsstand-type preparation refers to creating packages of a consistent size, either determined by number of pieces or height of the package. In Donnelley’s experience, the package was set by the height (4 or 5 inches). This preparation would be covered under current DMM requirements, but would require that the regulations be changed. The thinking was to try and find the most efficient (for the printer and USPS) size package without jeopardizing the integrity.

Vernon West, Christian Science Monitor, reported on an exception agreement reached with the USPS that allows him to prepare automated copies for specific zip codes, entered at the appropriate postal facility, in flat tubs instead of sacks (or their own containers). This is of interest for “smaller” publications and mailers who are looking for ways to get out of sacks and then have the opportunity to dropship mail into destination facilities. However, this can create a problem for the Postal Service. This could require a large number of flat tubs if opened up to a larger audience of mailers, and there is already an extreme shortage of those containers. The Postal Service needs 
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to discuss this internally and weigh the options, costs, and potential benefits. We will discuss further at our next meeting.

Monica Cashin, Rehrig Pacific Company, presented another tray design that is already in use in another industry. The tray is very similar in shape to the blue tray that the USPS has designed, but could offer more flexibility in facilitating a fuller container on a more consistent basis. She will continue to work with the USPS, and will probably have a follow up presentation at our next meeting.

Bill Worth, Siemens, showed a video that demonstrated another approach to creating a larger grouping of mail that could be fed and inducted directly into the AFSM100. His testing seemed to support the idea that the mail in a container/tray could be compensated without negatively affecting the productivity of the induction process. Their testing will continue internally and with the USPS, and hopefully he will provide an update at our next meeting.

John Geres, Quad/Graphics, provided some test “logs” to the Postal Service. They were shipped along with a pallet of full blue trays. Both the trays and logs maintained their integrity during transit. However, the logs had become quite loose and would not have been easily moved without additional strapping. The logs were not created in the same manner as is normally done in a print environment with signatures coming off of press. One of the negative aspects of the log concept is that there needs to be an “end board”, or some type of protective covering, on each end of the log in addition to the strapping. More testing on this concept may be done.

It was decided that we would not meet again until December, with the date and location to be determined.

