MERLIN Address Accuracy

Minutes of October 23, 2003 Meeting

The MERLIN Address Accuracy workgroup held its first meeting on October 23, 2003, from 10:00 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. at USPS headquarters in Washington DC.

Attendees

Industry

Wanda Senne, Co-chair, Ace World Marketing

Kathy Siviter, POSTCOM

Steve Colella, Calmark

Paul Wells, First Logic

Bob Schimek, First Logic

Marjann Caldwell, Quebecor World

Joel Thomas, NAPM

Majory McCahill, OPEX

Leo Raymond, MFSA

USPS 

Marty McGuire, Co-chair, Business Mail Acceptance

John Sadler, Business Mail Acceptance

Wayne Orbke, Product Management

Linda Jacobson, Southeast Area Office

Paulette Kelly, Business Mail Acceptance

Karen Magazino, Business Mail Acceptance

George Laws, Engineering

Barry Walsh, Operations

Other

Dan Parenti, Böwe Bell and Howell

Opening Remarks/Workgroup Purpose

Marty McGuire welcomed the group and explained that the purpose of the group was to review the standards for the first phase of MERLIN address accuracy verification.  Marty explained that the first phase was intended to identify “gross”/blatant errors in +4 and delivery point add-on codes.  The group would also discuss plans to communicate implementation internally and to the mailing industry.  Attendees introduced themselves.

John Sadler began the discussion by giving some background on the decision to go forth with this level of verification.  There are three components that are required to qualify for barcode discounts that can be checked on MERLIN: barcode quality, move update and address accuracy.  Currently only barcode quality is being checked.  USPS operations has communicated that they continue to experience difficulties with poor quality address accuracy which increases the cost of handling discounted mail.    

It is the intent of the USPS to begin a phase-in approach to address accuracy verification.  The first step in this process will be to check for blatant errors in the +4 add-on.  The three checks include identification of ‘0000’ or ‘9999’ +4 add-ons and identical and sequential digit strings in the add-on codes.  The ‘0000’ and ‘9999’ add-on errors would have no tolerance applied.  The barcode digit string analysis would have a 1% tolerance.  Failure in any of these verifications would disqualify the mailing from the automation rates.  Implementation is being projected for mid-January 2004.
Phase two of the address accuracy verification process is proposed to verify that a valid street address add-on was used.  Phase two would implement within 6 months after implementation of phase one.  Phase three would take the verification to a finest depth of code check with implementation within six months after implementation of phase two.  We would like to discuss phase two and three in this group also.

The industry representatives raised the following concerns during the ensuing discussion:

1. Should the implementation of this type of verification eliminate the need for CASS certification?

2. Was the logic used in this verification the same as used in CASS matching process?
3. How would the process handle “smart seed” addresses used with Confirm mailings that have a ‘9999’ add-on?

4. Knowing that optical character readability is not a requirement, how will MERLIN process non-readable addresses?  Specifically, addresses where lines are compressed.
5. What about addresses that MERLIN does not read correctly?  Does USPS have data on the frequency of MERLIN incorrectly reading an address?

6. What is the extent of the problem that postal operations has expressed concern over?
7. How will the barcode digit string analysis process work in an MLOCR mailing where pieces will be scattered throughout the mailing?

8. Will this change require mailers to use delivery point validation?
9. What reports will MERLIN generate for this verification?

10. What happens if a mailing falls below tolerance for both the address accuracy and barcode readability verification?

11. What the specific process for MERLIN checking the barcode digit string for identical and incrementing or decrementing codes?

12. Will MERLIN database tables be updated according top mailer requirements?
13. What grace period will be allowed for mailers compliance once this process is implemented?  Need more than 30 days.  Grace period should be allowed to accommodate for possible bugs in software that result in mailers being incorrectly failing the verification.

The postal service representatives responded to each of the issues:
1. This process will not affect the CASS requirement.  CASS validates that the software can correctly append the +4 codes.  It does not verify that the software was used correctly for a particular mailing.
2. MERLIN will only check the errors described.  These errors only extend to ‘0000’ and ‘9999’ add-on codes and a barcode digit string analysis that looks for identical add-on codes and incrementing or decrementing (sequenced) add-on codes.  The software will verify the add-on codes through an address lookup process.  The verification will not count accurate add-on codes as errors.
3. USPS will ensure that “smart seed” addresses would not be counted as errors.
4. MERLIN will exclude from the analysis any addresses that it cannot read.  USPS will maintain second level review process for this verification.  Reports will allow for postal clerks and mailers to compare MERLIN read addresses against actual mailpiece.

5. USPS does not have data on addresses that may be read incorrectly on MERLIN.  Review of verification results should provide reasonable assurance that results are accurate.  Postal clerks will have ability to overwrite results as necessary. 
6. Operations has conducted tests that show that 10% of mail with mailer applied barcodes does not match address files.  Other survey of barcode accuracy for mailer applied barcode mailings found that that when a mailing was good, it was good throughout the mailing but when it was bad if was very bad.  A minority of mailers who produce very poor quality mail have an affect the rates that are paid by all mailers.

7. The process will only perform the verification against the sample processed on MERLIN.  For the digit string analysis there must be at least one hundred pieces read and two pieces found in error.  There is no tolerance for detection of ‘0000’ or ‘9999’ (non-general delivery) add-on codes.
8. Delivery point validation of not a rate qualifier and therefore is not a factor in this verification.

9. MERLIN will generate reports that are similar to the reports provided for barcode readability errors.  Report will identify pieces with errors by ID number and provide address as read by MERLIN for comparison to address printed on mailpiece.
10. Barcode readability and address accuracy are two separate tests.  If either one is below tolerance then that appropriate action will be taken for the verification that is below tolerance.  If a mailing fails both verifications then the mailing would lose the automation rates.
11. USPS will provide a detailed explanation to workgroup members.

12. MERLIN maintains multiple tables to account for updating of databases.

13. No grace period will be allowed for this verification.  Mailers will have between now and the date of implementation to review their processes and ensure that they are in compliance with these addressing standards.  Implementation would probably be no later than February 1, 2004
The group agreed that in general the proposal was acceptable with the definition of the barcode string analysis being provided.  The group also restated concern over addresses being incorrectly read on MERLIN.  The mailer associations would need to ask mailers to gather and analyze data from MERLIN address verifications to determine if a problem exists with MERLIN incorrectly reading addresses.

The schedule for a next meeting was discussed.  Many in the group were not available during the week of MTAC.  It was decided that a telecon the week after MTAC would be held to finalize discussion on the phase one verification.
