Meeting Notes:

Flats Container Development Work Group Meeting

December 11, 2002

Work Group Leaders:
John Brown, USPS





Joe Schick, Quad/Graphics, Inc.
The meeting was held at the USPS Engineering & Technology Facility in Merrifield, VA. Despite an ice storm in the area, the meeting was well attended.

After hearing a presentation on the updated USPS Flats Strategy at the November MTAC Meeting, we felt it would be worthwhile to have the Postal Service present it to our work group. John Brown filled in for Tom, Day, VP Engineering. A handout of the presentation was provided and discussion followed.

Ralph Walker reported on results from the testing of the blue trays. He had received additional product after our last meeting in Fort Myers. From a postal standpoint, the results to date have been very positive. Product in the trays seems to maintain its integrity quite well in transit. Use of the Flat Feed Assist Device allows for a reduction in the number of people feeding the AFSM100 from 3 to 2. Compensation of pieces in the tray continues to be an issue because it is best for the USPS to receive without compensating, while printers would prefer to compensate to build a better tray.

Todd Kintopf provided some feedback on Arandell’s experience with the blue trays. They used digest and slim-jim size flats. Trays produced with the digest product weighed about 20 pounds, while trays of slim-jim size product weighed 44 pounds. That same tray when filled with a standard size flat weighed 66 pounds. Digest size trays were somewhat compatible with current strapping equipment, while the slim-jim size (standard upright size) trays were barely manageable.

Strapping of the trays proved to be difficult if not completely brick-filled. Pre-determining what constitutes a “full tray” will be a challenge. When not completely filled, the end of the tray has a tendency to buckle in, and the strap rides up on the tray allowing it to potentially slide off in transit. As a result, Arandell notched the tray so the strap would stay in place…that was successful. Photos of the test trays are attached.
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Comments from other printers supported Todd’s report, proving there is still much work and testing to do to satisfy the needs of the mailing industry.
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Don Close then reported that the USPS was considering another tray concept…the black tray. The design is very similar to the blue tray, and looks like a simple 3-sided bookshelf.

Ralph is committed to providing a number of trays, blue and black, to the mailers that had requested them. Informal testing and use of the trays should continue so that more feedback and comments can be collected. It was also decided that we should look at maximizing the size of the packages we create today using either shrinkwrap, strapping or a combination of the two, even if it means going beyond what is acceptable today.

While we have made some progress, it’s very clear that changes of the magnitude we are working towards can and will have an impact in many other areas. A lengthy discussion followed that was focused on issues of concern to both the USPS and mailers. Those issues include, but are not limited to:

· Limiting any new preparation/packaging to mail on the AFSM100 – not including carrier route mail

· Space limitations in printers finishing/binding buildings if forced to produce mail in 2 different processes

· To compensate or not to compensate mail within trays

· The process for the USPS to separate trays on pallets as they are entered into a P&DC – space and equipment needs.

· Lengthening the feed table on the AFSM100 – without extending, it makes no sense to go to larger size segments of mail in trays (printers experience with stream feeders)

· Space considerations in postal facilities if feeders are extended

· MTE (Mail Transport Equipment) concerns if creating trays of different lengths for different product sizes (digest, standard upright, and tabloid) – inventories, sorting/separating, etc.

· Impact, if any, of the Network Integration & Alignment (NIA) modeling results

· As long as carrier route continues to be best sort for flats (and will at least until flats sequencing becomes viable…if that ever happens), it probably is best value and lowest risk for printers to invest in pushing flats up-the-ladder to carrier route instead of investing in equipment, process, and technology related to packaging automated flats differently.

Despite the concerns, we do want to continue to look at different ways to potentially help the USPS reduce the costs of prepping the mail for induction on the AFSM100…which is our charter. So we agreed to create a more formal test of the blue and black trays.

The general concept of the test will be using “live” mail destined for the Fort Myers, FL P& DC. The mail will be prepared using the new automated scheme sort that should be available to mailers in early January. We will use both the blue and black trays. Mailers should attempt to prepare some trays with compensated product and some without compensating. We will attempt to coordinate the dropshipments of this mail with our next meeting in Fort Myers (sometime in February) so that we can all see the product move throughout the entire process.
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John Brown, Ralph Walker, and Joe Schick will coordinate the actual details of the test, and will disseminate with the group in mid-January. At that time, we’ll be looking for feedback from the mailers on when mail can be created using the schemes, the scheduling of dropshipments, and the best time for our next meeting.

The meeting was adjourned at 5pm.
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