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USPS Headquarters

Washington, DC

The purpose of the MTAC Workgroup is to help make Confirm a more robust service – one that fully meets the needs of customers and USPS.  The primary purpose of the meeting is to communicate progress of designated work teams established to address specific areas for service improvement, as well as other USPS developments.  This document serves as the Minutes for the session and incorporates information contained on visuals/handouts.  The meeting Agenda is reflected in the headings below.

Opening Remarks, Introductions & Updates – Martin Bernstein (JC Penney)/ Vincent DeAngelis (USPS)
Martin Bernstein (JC Penney), Confirm Workgroup Industry Co-Chair, welcomed Confirm MTAC participants, asked for attendees to introduce themselves around the room, and reviewed the Agenda for the meeting.  
Vincent DeAngelis (USPS), Confirm Workgroup Industry Co-Chair, also welcomed participants.  He gave special recognition to Earl Johnson (USPS NCSC – Confirm Help Desk) and Pat Laffy (USPS IT) for their valuable long-term work on the Confirm Service.  
Vincent informed the workgroup that he is now officially the Manager, Value Added & Special Services and oversees the Confirm Service program.  He is very happy with his new position and has come into it with an “open mind” with regards to the Confirm Service.  Also, he announced that Confirm was a winner of the Graphic Arts Technical Foundation 2004 InterTech award for its innovation and strength in promoting technology for printed media.

Vincent reviewed the status of the Confirm Shared Service Performance Reports.  The redesigned Delivery vs. Service Goal reports were released into production on October 19.  This report now consists of two separate formats – First Class Mail and Standard Mail.  The processing speed of the redesigned report is consistently under 1 minute, as compared with the old version of the report which timed-out frequently and often ran up to 20 or 30 minutes.  The report displays mailing and shipment data for the last 90 days.  The new In Home Window Delivery report is currently being tested and scheduled for mid-November release. 
The Confirm Team is currently reevaluating changes to the Confirm Certification process.  There is room to streamline the process by eliminating mail acceptance-related requirements.  Testing of the revised certification process is envisioned to be completed by the end of the year.  USPS has tentative plans to open Certification to all subscribers by early February 2005.
Vincent displayed a chart showing the growth of Confirm scans and mailpieces over the last year.  In September 2004, the Confirm Service processed about 600 million scans records (about 250 million mailpieces).  He cited the importance of making sure raw scan data is distributed to customer in a timely fashion.  This is the “core” of the Confirm Service.  USPS IT will need to address data flow problems as the top priority.  USPS will consider a way to possibly compensate mailers for failures that impact data flow timeliness.  The workgroup was very encouraged to hear that USPS would consider compensating customers for data flow failures.  [The Confirm Program explored the possibility of a “remedy” for customers that experienced data flow disruptions.  After careful counsel and consideration, USPS has determined that no such “remedy” (e.g., refund, subscription extension) can be offered to Confirm subscribers.]
4-State Barcode Update – Gary Reblin (USPS IMAQ)
Gary Reblin (USPS Intelligent Mail & Address Quality) reported on the status of developing and implementing the 4-State Barcode.  The Intelligent Mail & Address Quality (IMAQ) group experienced a large turnout for their 4-State Barcode session and consultation booth at the National Postal Forum (NPF) in Washington, DC.  The NPF presence helped demonstrate the progress being made on developing 4-State Barcode for mail tracking and other purposes.
Gary thanked Pat Laffey for USPS IT’s efforts in developing the system capability for the core Confirm application to accept 4-State data and distribute it to customers.

Gary said that USPS has received some comments back from customers on the encoding software for the 4-State barcode.  The final version of the software is scheduled for release on November 10.

USPS is completing beta testing this week in Minneapolis for the decoding capability on the mail processing equipment for letters.  Assuming completion of successful testing, software will be released in two weeks to all DBCS and CSBCS machines nationwide.  Software for other types of letter sorters will be released at a later date.
In November, USPS will start testing live mail internally using National Customer Support Center (NCSC) move update mailings.  Assuming successful internal testing, USPS will start testing on external customer mail in January or February 2005.
The 4-State is being read successfully in testing.  The test height USPS is using for the 4-State is slightly higher than the current POSTNET or PLANET Codes.  However, USPS is currently working with the IDEAlliance to test a shorter version of the 4-State Barcode.  At issue is the amount of read degradation that would occur on the shorter barcode.  There are three potential results:  1) read rate degradation is negligible; 2) read rate degradation is minimal, in which case printers that cannot accommodate a larger code would be “grandfathered in” until solutions are developed; or 3) read rate degradation is major and it becomes something that cannot be accepted.  The length of the current 4-State being tested is the same as the existing POSTNET (i.e., 21 bars per square inch).  The height is about 20% higher than the POSTNET.
Dave Lewis (TrackMyMail.com) asked when USPS foresees having 4-State ready as a potential replacement for the POSTNET Code.  Gary said that USPS hopes to determine 4-State capability as a replacement of POSTNET by early summer 2005.  The USPS marketing organization would need to decide the right time to make this capability available to customers.  Dave also asked if there are any plans to phase out PLANET Code after the 4-State Barcode is implemented.  Gary said that this would be a high-level decision, but the system is being set to handle both types of codes.
By early summer, over 78% of all letter processing machines should have the capability to read 4-State Barcodes.  A question arose about the plans for read capability on the Advanced Facer Canceller System (AFCS), which currently does not have PLANET Code read capability.  Gary said that there is a separate schedule for upgrading AFCS with PLANET and 4-State read capability.  This effort is separate from the 4-State development plan.
A question arose about the schedule for providing 4-State Barcode capability for flat mail.  Gary said that the schedule for instituting flats capability is about a year behind letters capability.  The deployment schedule for the AFSM and UFSM machines is estimated to be early October 2005.

Vincent concluded the discussion on 4-State Barcode by saying that Gary’s group and the Confirm Program would be working together to successfully implement the 4-State Barcode mail tracking capability.
Confirm System Update – Pat Laffey (USPS IT)

Vincent DeAngelis introduced Pat Laffey to update the workgroup on Confirm system issues and development.  
Pat reported on USPS’s implementation of the new “clustered” environment for the Confirm application servers.  This new configuration has failover capability on the Confirm Electronic Post Office (EPO) in order to provide seamless data backup.
Implementation of the redesigned Confirm Reports has been a challenge due to development freezes instituted on the USPS Enterprise Data Warehouse (EDW).  The EDW is the reporting platform on which the Confirm Reports reside.
Pat followed-up on Gary Reblin’s comments about the development of the system capability for the core Confirm application to accept 4-State data and distribute it to customers.  This application was implemented on September 28.  This capability exists parallel to the Confirm data flow, since there are additional bytes of data to be processed for 4-State records.  Once 4-State is fully implemented, customers will be capable of using either PLANET or 4-State Barcodes to track mail.

Pat reviewed Confirm’s “late data” problems that occurred in September.  The problems stem from actions taken to fix failed infrastructure in the field.  As part of the USPS corporate network, Confirm data has flowed through District Servers – collected from 300 Integrated Data System (IDS) servers at Plants – on its way to the Confirm application servers.  Some of these District Servers had started to fail.  A small number of replacement servers were rushed into production without proper monitoring capability in place.  As a result of the new configuration, the data flow was inadvertently shut-off 3 or 4 times.  This problem caused some data to get “bottled up” and delivered late to customers.  Since that time, corrections have been made, with the monitoring software back in place.  In addition, there are longer term plans to pull mail tracking data directly from the IDS servers to the Confirm application, as well as new interoperability capability to speed up data distribution  Pat said that he is unsure of the timeframe of such configuration changes.
Mury Salls (Regulus) asked why it seemed that the Mail Tracking & Reporting (MT&R) website had shifted periodic maintenance outages from off hours and weekends to regular work hours.  Pat said that he would look into this and try to make sure that work hour disruptions are kept to an absolute minimum.
Martin Bernstein asked about the plan to build 4-State Barcode capability into the Confirm Shared Reports.  Pat said that there are no plans or funding in place to accomplish this in FY05.  Martin asked if this would ever be accomplished.  Pat said that it is possible that this could get funded after FY05, but he is unaware of any specific plans to do so.  Martin stated that, if there is no capability available in the reports, then the implementation of the 4-State Barcode would provide no USPS mechanism to address performance issues.  Pat said that he figured that the implementation of the 4-State Barcode into the Confirm reports would cost nearly the same as implementing the PLANET Code versions.  Vincent said that this issue would have to be carefully considered by USPS management.
Martin asked about volume implications of the 4-State Barcode if used to replace the POSTNET and serve as a tracking barcode.  Mailers may find it easier to put the barcode on all mailpieces, as opposed to just seeding.  Pat said that the Confirm has not yet approached its full capacity in terms of mailpiece scan record volume.  If needed, USPS could increase capacity by reducing the 15-day data retention period.  Pat asked the group to think about whether or not they would be in favor of reducing the 15-day retention period if the need to do so arose.  Cameron Bellamy (GrayHair Software) asked if it would be possible to vary data retention by Subscriber ID.
Jody Berenblatt (Time Warner) asked if USPS has a vision to be able to track all mail.  If so, could USPS handle this kind of volume?  Gary Reblin reminded the group that the 4-State Barcode goes beyond Confirm and mail tracking.  The 4-State will allow customers to access a variety of services – Confirm is just one such service option.  The barcode will contain a 3-digit Service Code that will allow for the data to be directed to the right application(s).
Confirm Communications – Marlene Ryan (USPS)

Marlene Ryan (USPS) reviewed ways to potentially improve overall communications for the Confirm Program.  To aid in her discussion, Marlene distributed a one-page outline, which contained the following objectives and proposed tactics.
· Objective #1 – Provide clear, accurate, proactive and timely communications to inform customers and internal users about issues and problems that will or may impact Confirm service performance.

Tactics:
· Work with USPS IT and other technical Confirm stakeholders to expand the system monitoring “flags” at each data transmission point to allow for proactive communications to Confirm customers on issues that impact data generation, transmission and distribution.

· Explore feasibility of posting website banners that will “get the word out” to customers beyond the current email that goes to subscribers.

· Increase frequency (e.g., quarterly) of requests to “refresh” contact information (e.g., email addresses) in order to address contact turnover.  Provide opportunity for mailers to add additional people to the notification list.
· Objective #2 – Provide clear, accurate and timely communications to inform customers and internal users about product changes and program developments.

Tactics:

· Distribute a periodic “Confirm Update” email that includes brief write-ups on service changes, new developments on the horizon, success stories, problem resolutions, system performance, and other announcements and notices.

· Expand the Confirm Help Desk email distribution list so that organizations that are not necessarily direct subscribers (e.g., vendors, industry organizations, etc.) are kept informed.  Example:  website portal to “get on our distribution list”.

· Explore feasibility of posting Confirm Updates on the website.

· Objective #3 – Improve and provide general communications materials to aid customers and internal users in their implementation and use of Confirm.

Tactics:
· Develop and post a web-based Confirm Reports User Guide

· Develop and post web-based FAQs.

· Objective #4 – Prepare for and conduct Confirm training, as needed or requested.

Tactics:
· Update Confirm reports PowerPoint training materials to reflect most recent changes with the web-based reporting tool.

Marlene stressed the importance of making sure customers are informed about problems, issues and changes in a timely fashion.  The Confirm Program Office will continue to work closely with USPS IT to make sure that internal stakeholders that have an impact on the Confirm infrastructure communicate with one another and avoid unforeseen system problems.

The Confirm Program plans to explore new ways to reach customers, including the possibility of timely website postings or banners.  These types of web postings would require organizational approvals.  Also, the Confirm Program will look into ways to expand the Help Desk contact list beyond direct subscribers (e.g., vendors) and improve the means in which customers can update their contact information.
Marlene announced that a new Confirm Report User Guide is now posted along with the Confirm Shared Reports.  The Program Office hopes to expand this document to include information on report interpretation and FAQs.  Formal training for reports will likely be somewhat limited due to funding constraints. 
Cameron Bellamy asked about the possibility of any pending Confirm rate case.  Vincent replied by saying that the current focus for the program has been on fixing Confirm.   

Future of the Confirm MTAC Workgroup – Martin Bernstein / Vincent DeAngelis

Martin Bernstein and Vincent DeAngelis concluded the meeting with a discussion about the future of the Confirm MTAC Workgroup.  Vincent said that the workgroup has helped move Confirm in a positive direction in terms of enhancements.  The main purpose of MTAC is to help set the course for achieving major objectives.  Martin followed by saying that the Confirm MTAC Workgroup is now beyond the point of its original “mission” and objectives.  Enhancements to Confirm are either in place or in the process of being implemented, based on input from the workgroup.

Martin said that Confirm customers could potentially continue to meet as part of a “user group”.  He asked if there was still a need to meet within the guise of MTAC.
Kathleen Siviter (Postal Consulting Service, Inc.) said that she was hesitant to endorse “sunset” of the workgroup due to some of the issues that are still being addressed.  Mury Salls (Regulus) said that some major issues which have been addressed by the workgroup – certification, training, EMD file size – have not been instituted or fully resolved.

Martin responded by saying that he understood the concerns of participants with regard to moving forward with a sunset of the workgroup.  Would Confirm lose support within USPS without the presence of MTAC?  He said that he will work with Vincent, workgroup participants and the MTAC Steering Committee to try to come to some consensus on the sunset issue.

Discussion & Wrap-Up

Martin and Vincent thanked the participants for their time and involvement.  
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