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The Flats Container Development Work Group was created as an offshoot of the Alternative Flats Preparation Work Group. Developing a new flats container/package alternative was one of the recommendations that were brought forward by that work group.

The stated purpose of the Flats Container Development Work Group was: To develop a new "container" for the preparation of flats that will streamline the process of mailers’ preparing flats in a way that allows the mailings to move from the mailer's facility directly to the flat sorter, bypassing and reducing the prep work associated with today's packaging requirements.  Such a container would facilitate lower costs for the Postal Service from reduced handlings (minimizing bundle sortation and manual preparation activities), decrease mailers' production/preparation costs and facilitate automation for all resulting in “Lowest Combined Costs.”  This includes trying to also help facilitate the movement of mail from sacks to some other container, and then onto pallets for mailers that may not have sufficient flats volumes or the need to completely change how they prepare flats.

There were a number of considerations that the group recognized in changing the way flats are prepared and containerized.  They included, but were not limited to:

· Will it require changes to minimum package size?

· Can it be applied to all presort categories, and not just automated?

· Can the mail be compensated within the container/package?

· Could 3-digit containers become the norm, or would it create capacity issues?

· If 3-digit containers were the norm, would it facilitate larger minimum package size requirements and mitigate a postage hit?

· Will the cost to retool printers’ operations be offset with deeper discounts based on potential USPS savings?

· What is the impact on dropshipping efficiency and cost?

· What is the impact on postal operations…hardware and floor space?

· Can this be applied to both the AFSM100 and FSM1000?

· If a new type of container is created, who will supply?

A number of concepts were discussed and tested in the last year by the work group.  The concepts tested were:

· Blue Plastic Trays (USPS)

· Black Plastic Trays (USPS)

· Disposable (One-Time Use) Cardboard Trays (Lockheed Martin)

· Plastic Tubs (Muller Martini)

· Increased Package Size – Current Environment (Muller Martini)

· Newsstand-Type Package Preparation (R.R. Donnelley)

· Ergo Cart (USPS)

· “Logs of Flats” (Printers)

· Flats Feed Assist Device (USPS)

· Formed Plastic Tray (Rehrig Pacific)

· Flat Tubs Replacing Sacks (Christian Science Monitor)

· Extended Package/Tray – Compensated (Siemens)
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Participating mailers were given prototype test trays and guidelines for preparing the mailings for transport to the postal test site.  Once the pallets arrived at the test site, they were brought into the facility in close proximity to the flat sorting machine, and the pallets were maneuvered by a pallet transpositioner onto a pallet table.

Upon the receipt of the pallets, USPS Engineering evaluated the condition of the mailing prior to induction on the AFSM 100 machine, and reports were prepared. These reports summarized the condition of the pallet load and containers of flat mail as it arrived, and were given individually to the participants that provided the test mailings.  The test phase proved that package integrity is inherently a key factor since it enhances automated processing with full, non-compensated containers of flats performing the best.

The Postal Service decided that at this time, only non-carrier route mail would be applicable for consideration in any new container.  Carrier route mail bypasses the flat sorters, and therefore, would continue to be prepared in packages as is done today with varying types of packaging material.

Because that premise was maintained throughout our test process, it became apparent that mailers would not have enough mail to certain zip codes to create larger packages or flat trays/tubs.  That proved to be the case even when changes were made to current presort parameters, including the opportunity to combine auto and nonauto mail in the same package, and with the implementation of the 5-digit scheme (L007) for AFSM100 flats.  We found that for the test site the size of the average package only increased by a few pieces, or the additional copies being grouped together pushed the mail to the next higher presort category.

Conclusion:

Operationally, the concept of a new flats container proved to be a viable alternative for the preparation of flats reducing the prep work associated with today's packaging requirements.  However, regardless of the concept tested, the results were basically the same.  Because of constraints caused by current presort parameters; we could not greatly reduce the current number of packages being created in a mailing by trying to build larger packages or a new type of tray.

In addition, the idea of creating two separate mail-packaging processes, one for carrier route presort as currently done and the other utilizing a new flats container, within one mailing and on one production line, was not embraced by printers and other mailers represented in the work group.  This did not follow the thinking of “lowest combined costs” for both the mailers and the Postal Service.

The crux of the issue the Container Group faced is the dichotomy of the input stream to the USPS. 

The majority of flats coming off of the mailers’ bindery lines are prepared for manual delivery such as newsstands, newspapers, and USPS Carrier Route bundles.  This method of preparation, small shrink wrap bundles weighing less than 20 pounds, is incompatible with automated processes that desire large containers in excess of 60 to 80 lbs, which exceed recommended manual lifting capacity. The current printers/publishers operations are highly automated and efficient in the preparation of flats. The wholesale changes required on the printers/publishers end, to make up logs, trays, etc. could compromise the cost effectiveness of the current operation.
Correspondingly, the USPS cannot afford to potentially lose revenues through the implementation of a process or rate structure change that improves its automation processing, at the expense of its Carrier Route mail.
However, if the flats distribution process changes from manual to automation through the introduction of technology, the business case for both the USPS and the printers/publishers may change to allow the Flat Mail Preparation process to become more automation friendly.  
As a result, we feel that any further testing at this time would not be warranted.  However, if the Postal Service were to go forward with either the Flats Sequencing System (FSS) or Delivery Point Packaging (DPP) at some point in the future, there may be an application for one or more of the concepts that were tested.

Recommendations:

The ideas and concepts developed and tested by this work group can facilitate lowest combined costs for the USPS and the mailing industry.  There is additional work to be done by both sides before automated flats processing can be fully realized.

1. The mailing industry needs to continue to work toward building larger packages.

2. The USPS needs to explore changes in presort and preparation requirements that would make the flats container an attractive alternative to preparing flats.

3. MTAC should consider reactivating this workgroup at a later date when a decision has been made for either DPP or FSS.

The ideas and concepts that have been proposed in the work group in the last few months, but have not been acted upon, will be transitioned to the appropriate MTAC work group, which will probably be the Flat Mail Preparation Optimization Work Group.  These ideas relate more to changes in presort and preparation requirements than to container development issues.  They are:

1. Sequencing various presort categories on a pallet so that carrier route is separated from all other categories, allowing the Postal Service to be able to sort to an operation and move the packages more efficiently within a processing facility.

2. Building on the Christian Science Monitor test, which allows the use of flat tubs for entry into specific postal facilities instead of sacks.

3. Determining methods for increasing the maximum number of pieces/weight in a presorted package of flats. (Such as 3-digit scheme, this is already under consideration by the USPS.)

The decision has been made to sunset the work group.
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