Flats Container Development Work Group

Meeting Notes: June 24, 2003 – Bethlehem, PA

Co-Chairs: John Brown, USPS and Joe Schick, Quad/Graphics, Inc.

The Flats Container Development Work Group met at the Holiday Inn in Bethlehem, PA on June 24. The meeting was held there in conjunction with a tour of the Muller Martini facilities, and a demonstration of their new stacking technologies.

The Postal Service discussed a number of issues: collapsible/accordion style flat tubs; opportunities to continue testing of blue and black flat trays; proposal for a limited test that would focus on separation of carrier route mail from all other mail on a pallet that would go to the flat sorters; and further discussion about problems related to the 5-digit automated schemes for flats.

Testing is scheduled to begin on the collapsible flat tubs in late July or early August. The initial tests will be focused on internal use by the Postal Service, but if proven effective might be available for use by mailers in the future. They could eventually provide an alternative for preparing mail in sacks. The hope is that the tubs can be used for more than one application or product in keeping with the goals of reducing the number of different types of containers. 

Ralph Walker said that no new testing had been performed on the blue or black trays that the group had previously tested. However, the Postal Service would like to continue working with printers where it makes sense. He suggested that the USPS would be willing to come to a printers facility, work together on developing methods for filling trays, and observing problems or obstacles related to preparing mail in ways other than the current packaging options.

Ralph and Joe Schick also discussed a proposal made by Tony Dobush that would focus on current package and pallet preparation. The only thing that would change is the need to create a physical separation between carrier route mail and all other mail on the pallet. That could be accomplished with a simple slip-sheet and notation. Carrier route mail would have to be the first mail down on a pallet.  After checking with a number of list services, it was reported that in most cases that is how mail is sequenced on pallets today. The hope was to start conducting a limited test at the Indianapolis SCF in July, but that has been delayed because of other issues related to leveling of pallets at the printing facility.

In conducting this test, the Postal Service would like to determine if there is a cost savings related to reduced handlings by making the separation before the pallet goes to the SPBS (Small Parcel & Bundle Sorter).

Cheryl Beller then commented on the 5-digit schemes and some of the issues that have been identified which are causing problems for the Postal Service such as: mailers preparing FSM1000 flats using the schemes which are only intended for AFSM100 mail; 
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schemed flats lock in how the mail needs to be processed, not allowing for flexibility within a facility when volumes are either increased or decreased; and continual changes being made to the list with zips being added or deleted. In many ways, these issues parallel what was experienced with letters and parcels. However, it should be an indicator of what could happen if flats were to move to a FSS (Flats Sequencing System) or DPP (Delivery Point Packaging) mode, and needs to be considered in that decision-making process.

We then moved to the Muller Martini facilities for a tour and demonstration of their new stacking technologies, which Roger Bilodeau had talked about at our last meeting. The positive aspect of utilizing new stacking equipment (or even with modifications to current stackers) would be the ability to prepare larger packages (10 – 20 inches in height) without making drastic changes in the printers’ production process. The Postal Service could still realize savings in reduced handlings related to a lesser number of packages being created. However, as we have discussed numerous times, that only can work when more mail is prepared to the same zip code or group of zip codes. That would require a change in presort and preparation parameters.

I’d like to thank Roger Bilodeau and all the folks at Muller Martini for their hospitality.

Our discussion turned to the next steps and direction for our work group. We have determined that, in our opinion, the tray concept (whatever we would choose from a practicality standpoint) will only work if and when FSS or DPP are implemented. Most in the group would rather move towards larger packages using current processes, still providing the Postal Service with savings related to less packages…although there would still be a need for the 035 (mail prep) operation. In addition, Tony’s proposal seems to provide for an easy alternative that could be done quickly if proven to contribute to cost savings. All of these new ideas really relate specifically to preparation changes, and not container changes. For that reason, we are contemplating sun setting the group.

John Brown and Joe Schick will discuss further, and determine the course of action. The group will not be sunset without one last meeting to finalize what has been done, and to formalize our recommendations. A notice for the next (and maybe final) meeting will be forthcoming after the next MTAC meetings August 6 & 7.

