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MTAC WORKGROUP 86

CONSISTENCY OF MAILING STANDARDS & BUSINESS MAIL ACCEPTANCE

Minutes of 3/31/04 Meeting
Attendees
Sue Taylor, Prudential (Workgroup co-chair)

Sherry Freda, USPS (Workgroup co-chair) 

Michele Denny, USPS (Workgroup co-chair)

Carolyn Emigh, Nonprofit Service Group

Paul Fagan, USPS Address Management

Ed Gleiman, DMA

Anne Marie Himmel, Capital One

Cheryl Horne, USPS Operational Requirements

Donald Lagasse, USPS Mailing Standards

Gary Mc Curdy, MBNA

Bob O’Brien, Time Inc.

Josie Pribbenow, QUAD/Graphics

Leo Raymond, MFSA

Wanda Senne, ACE Mailing

Tom Sides, SmartMail

Kathy Siviter, PostCom

Joanne Smith, USPS Business Service Network

Joel Thomas, NAPM

Laurie Timmons, USPS Northeast Area Marketing

Introduction

Michele Denny introduced Laurie Timmons, from USPS Northeast Area Marketing, who will be replacing Yvonne Gifford representing the USPS areas on the workgroup.  The workgroup also welcomed new member Ed Gleiman, who represents the Direct Marketing Association (DMA).

Ms. Denny reminded the group that the MTAC mission statement anticipates that the workgroup will go for about eight months, so while it is not necessary to rush, the group still needs to identify things that need to be communicated sooner for clarification purposes and then can back track later.

Review of Last Meeting
Sherry Freda reviewed the minutes from the last meeting.
Communications Plan Review
Since the last meeting, a subgroup consisting of Anne Marie Himmel, Kathy Siviter and Leo Raymond prepared an outline that presents elements of a potential communications plan.  Ms. Himmel gave an overview of the outline and model for moving forward on how the USPS will communicate with industry, focusing on who, what, how, when, and who has responsibility for the communication.  She noted that the crux of the plan is to make sure that not only are we defining consistency, but we are communicating consistently, from the same function or area of the USPS, etc. so we know who to refer back to as it relates to communication.

Copies of the draft outline were distributed to group, and individual elements of the plan were discussed.  Highlights of the discussion were as follows:



Both the industry and USPS associates should receive the same information, not necessarily using the same vehicle, but the information itself should be consistent.  



The subgroup suggested that the USPS establish a dedicated web page that would link to the appropriate locations on the USPS web site to find communications and information relative to BMC changes and clarifications, rulings, etc.



The subgroup suggested that the USPS might be interested in developing an informal mechanism to gain feedback from mailers on proposed changes, prior to or outside of a formal Federal Register rule making process.  It was noted that this process was already in place informally.    



Industry recommended that the USPS inventory recent changes and develop a mechanism to bring industry up-to-date, then determine how best to communicate that information.  Postal Explorer currently uses change bars to highlight changes from the previous month, and every time the USPS changes the Domestic Mail Manual (DMM), highlights are shown in the Postal Bulletin as well.  



It was suggested that the USPS communicate information on policy and program management changes.  Letters to USPS field personnel on policies could be shared with industry as appropriate.



Finding information on USPS websites can be a challenge.  A suggestion was that maybe a stronger search engine is needed on the USPS site. Workgroup members were asked to go to Postal Explorer and look at the summary of changes, and also check recent issues and bring back feedback.  They were also tasked with making a list of what they’d like to see together or linked on www.usps.com and Postal Explorer.



The workgroup was asked to provide feedback on the best USPS communication vehicles to use for various types of communications.  In response Ms. Freda provided the group with the USPS Online Resources Guide. This can be used as a starting point so the group doesn’t need to re-invent the information already compiled by the Mailing Standards office.


Bob O’Brien noted that the MTAC Steering Committee currently is working with Marty Emery on how best to use MTAC for communication and feedback.  



The group was asked to consider whether there should be different types of messaging for different audiences.  Are listeners being bombarded with too many messages?  Should there be one type of communication that is broadcast to industry at large, but another that is directed only to certain industry groups where the information is relevant?  Some issues only affect a handful of mailers.  Each association on the workgroup was asked to provide a brief description of the types of members that belong to their association and the issues that are important to them.



Mailers stressed that information also should be available through an archive area, which is no small data management challenge, but mailers need a place that will index and provide a search engine to access information.  The USPS has some groups looking at the data management area.



Once a communications plan is developed, it should be extended to other USPS functional areas, such as operations.  Information that should be shared with customers that originates from other areas also should be communicated using whatever mechanisms are developed for the BMA changes.  Ms. Denny noted that most all relevant policy changes are published in the Postal Bulletin, which is why mailers subscribe to it.  She suggested that if the workgroup can design a blue print on communications, then it can be shared with other functional areas.



The workgroup discussed the information currently available on RIBBS.  It was noted that there is no consistency in posting Federal Registers on RIBBS in a timely manner.  Weather updates also are posted inconsistently, making it a poor information source for mailers.  



The communications subgroup will prepare a list of existing USPS communication vehicles, publications, etc. and note the pros and cons.  The subgroup also will revise the draft “Consistency Communications Plan” for further discussion at the next workgroup meeting.

Inconsistency Issue Subgroups
There are five subgroups developed from the last meeting, they were tasked to gather examples and more information on specific areas of inconsistency which were identified as priority concerns at the last meeting.   Even though the subgroups may not have much data yet, a brief discussion from each subgroup should take place so that the coordinators can share information and discuss issues.  The USPS would like the subgroup coordinators to identify the most pressing concerns on the list of issues identified for their subgroup, and get some more detail around those issues.  In addition, the subgroup coordinators should attempt to consolidate the issues on their list where possible.

CASS Subgroup (Coordinator: Paul Fagan)
Mr. Fagan reviewed the chart prepared by Ms. Taylor outlining the concerns raised by mailers relative to CASS, with the following highlights:

1. USPS does not require all vendors to use the same CASS matching logic for certification.  The NCSC provides all vendors the same requirements from the USPS CASS team at NCSC to write their own code, but they are not required to follow the same logic.  Certification is consistent in that all vendors get the same files, and all have to meet the same scores.  Some of the specific mailer comments on the chart are helpful.  There currently is no requirement in terms of being able to switch various functions in the software off and on.  There is a proposal being reviewed to form a new MTAC workgroup on address accuracy to identify gaps and obstacles to get ready for a DPP environment.  This would be an item on that list.  The NCSC is aware of it and is working on it.

2. When eLOT can be applied either in the CASS or PAVE software, clerks do not know what to use to verify that it has been run.  This is not really a CASS issue, but an acceptance issue, and should be moved to the acceptance subgroup.

3. Acceptance clerk still requesting that the CASS report be submitted with each mailing statement.  This is not really a CASS issue, but an acceptance issue, and should be moved to the acceptance subgroup.

4. Publication 28 (Postal Addressing Standards) should be on USPS web site.  It was noted that Publication 28 is on the website, but may be hard to find.  This feedback will be given to the USPS.com group. The USPS and industry will do some messaging in the short term to let mailers know what publications are on the web site. A note will be published in Memo to Mailers assisting customers in locating Publication 28.
5. USPS web site ZIP+4 look up is not CASS certified software.  Mailers say the USPS web site often is used as tie-breaker in determining correct ZIP+4 information, yet it is not CASS certified.  It does feed from the National Customer Support Center database but it is not CASS certified.  This will fall under the Address Accuracy MTAC workgroup if one is formed.

6. Is the USPS Change of Address online process CASS-certified?  This is another item that would be taken up by the proposed Address Accuracy workgroup.

7. Handling of ACS inconsistencies between automated and non-automated sites, paper copies or no copies, fee inconsistencies, handling of nixies.  This is not a CASS issue but it is a significant one for industry.  There are very inconsistent practices.  The USPS will be sending out a Statement of Work shortly on UAA mail that will handle some of these issues.  Sue Taylor and Josie Pribbenow volunteered to provide additional information to Cheryl Horne, USPS.  Ms. Freda also noted that the USPS currently is testing with one customer an additional endorsement that could alleviate some of these problems.

Content(First-Class vs Standard Mail) Subgroup (Coordinator: Anne Marie Himmel)
Ms. Himmel noted that the main theme is personalization, with several good examples listed by specific mailers.  Other issues also were identified.  

Many of the mailers’ comments they gave contained examples where there was not necessarily a previous ruling in place with documentation, but they have heard what happened to someone else and they now want clarification so they don’t have the same problems others are having.  It was recommended that the workgroup develop a list of the most pressing issues for the group and the USPS to pursue.

Mailers raised the issue of not getting rulings in writing with specific DMM references cited.  USPS has reminded field managers that they must give written explanations and DMM references.

In developing fundamental change that will deter inconsistencies from happening in the first place, Mr. Freda responded with the following actions being taken by the USPS. 
1. She also reported that there are issues with existing content standards and that the USPS is working on a reorganization of the rules and a simple rule change that we believe will add clarity.  The USPS has received much input from industry that will play a big part in the revisions.  The changes currently are under review and it hopefully will be out soon, which will be part of solving some systemic problems.
2. Also in response to this, Ms. Freda commented that the USPS is working on a DMM redesign, which also will do much to improve consistency. The redesign will accomplish this by reorganizing the standards in context of what the mailer is trying to accomplish.  
The workgroup was tasked with providing a list of items where there is question as to whether or not it is personal information.  
In response to questions concerning checks, the Mailing Standards office revised a customer support ruling (CSR) on bearer and pay to the order checks was distributed and discussed (CSR # PS-026).  
It was noted that customer anxiety stems from awaiting the clarification of this standard. Today, when customers are creating new mailpieces, they design it with assistance from USPS Mailpiece Design Analysts (MDAs) on construction issues, but not content.  If customers have questions, why aren’t they asking USPS managers?  An inquiry will be sent to the field to see if the process is clear on where content issue inquiries should go.   The group further discussed the need for communicating the process to the field and mailers in terms of who should give content rulings.

The subgroup coordinator will attempt to obtain more information on specific examples and other issues raised under this subgroup, and to consolidate issues where appropriate.

General Acceptance Subgroup (Coordinator: Kathy Siviter)
Again, the list was not reviewed item by item as it is lengthy and there is some repetition in theme.  Ms. Siviter will consolidate issues where appropriate before the next meeting.  It was noted that some of the issues had been added to the list because they were not brought out at the last meeting on the flip charts.
The group was tasked with grouping issues by common themes.  Some of the concerns raised were: Will there be local variations when there is not a uniform national policy?  One example would be the criteria for establishing a Detached Mail Unit. This is a local decision based on local operations needs and procedures.   

Suggestions were discussed on ways to communicate local versus national policy.  It was offered that policy manuals be shared that detail the criteria and procedures for local decisions.  This would not work because it was noted that current documentation may not reflect that appropriately.  For instance, the DM-109 is under revision, all MDA training is under revision, MERLIN training is being reviewed, etc.  More revision will take place after PostalOne is rolled out by June.  

The group agreed that for all the subgroups, there will be some issues raised that are not consistency problems.  Some will be consistency problems, some just individual problems, some will be communications problems.  

Ms. Denny said she will look into the HASP issue raised under General Acceptance.

The subgroup coordinator will attempt to obtain more information on specific examples and other issues raised under this subgroup, and to consolidate issues where appropriate prior to the next workgroup meeting.

MERLIN Subgroup (Coordinator: Joel Thomas and Leo Raymond)
The general theme in the concerns raised is the contention that MERLIN testing is inconsistent.  Policies are adhered to if there is time, but some places either don’t have time or don’t want to make it available.  Mailers with DMUs have some advantage in that they can test and run samples more easily than mailers that do not have a DMU.  The USPS recently sent out a clarification on the MERLIN testing policy, the group will receive a copy of this clarification.  

The question was asked what the procedure should be if an MDA refuses to use MERLIN or takes too much time.  Ms. Denny said that the MDA process should be used when a new mailpiece is being designed and the mailer wants to get testing.  If the testing is for mailpieces that already have been created, the Chicago test facility would be used.  She stressed that MERLIN issues should be taken first to the local BMA Manager, then the District BMA Manager, then to the Area Marketing managers.  If the issue still can not be resolved, it then should come to John Sadler at headquarters.

Mr. Thomas also noted that issues # 2, 5, and 6 on the MERLIN subgroup list raise issues of inconsistency.  Ms. Denny said that if there are situations where the random generator tool is not being used to select sample trays, the USPS wants to know about it.  Another issue discussed was when the go/no-go test should be performed.  The USPS will provide more information on that at the next meeting.

Another issue raised was the problem mailers experience in trying to get a written account of the process used by MERLIN to determine how postage adjustment amounts are calculated.  Mailers can not come up with the same number in many cases.

The issue relative to the disparity between local test scores and appeal test scores for the same mailing.  It was noted that there is lots of feedback from mailers on appeal scores being different.  It was noted that window envelopes in particular seem to be problematic and the USPS is looking into that issue, as well as working with the Envelope Manufacturers Association (EMA).  There are not many appeals being made lately.  It was also noted that the OIG currently is auditing MERLIN.

Comments on how difficult it is to get MERLIN policy and procedure information in writing were mentioned.  Things that used to be posted on the MERLIN web site now are no longer posted.  The web sites have been redesigned so some information may not have been included.  Ms. Denny will check on the second level review procedures, which specifically were raised during the workgroup meeting as not being available on the web site.

The workgroup was tasked with providing additional information on the comments made under these issues.  While the USPS would like to test 100 percent of large mailings, they can not do so because of time and resource limitations.  They want to do as many tests as possible, however, and would like more information on the comments made.  

The subgroup coordinator will attempt to obtain more information on specific examples and other issues raised under this subgroup, and to consolidate issues where appropriate prior to the next workgroup meeting.

DMM Issues Subgroup (Coordinator: Tom Sides)
Mr. Sides noted that he did not get much feedback.  
There appear to be three major categories of concerns:  1) Questions mailers believer are not addressed in the DMM; 2) Standards interpreted differently by location; and 3) Different interpretation by customers versus the USPS.

The group discussed one specific issue raised, which concerns the tap test.  This is not really a DMM issue, but an acceptance issue, and should be moved to the acceptance subgroup. Seven mailers had provided comments and specific examples on this issue.  There seems to be a popular misconception that the tap test should include turning the piece upside down and tapping the top.  It was suggested that a recent USPS clarification may have caused people to start thinking about it and then misinterpret the procedures.  The wording in the DMM needs to be aligned with the objective.  “Full range of motion” is interpreted as a need to do a tap test on pieces upside down.

In response to issues raised at our first meeting, Ms. Freda distributed a draft document providing guidance for determining whether a residual shape surcharge (RSS) or non-machinable surcharge applies.  The USPS requested comments from workgroup members. 
The subgroup coordinator will obtain more information on specific examples and other issues raised by the subgroup and to consolidate issues where appropriate prior to the next workgroup meeting.

Next Meeting
The group agreed that for at least the next meeting, the subgroups will continue work on the same top five priorities.  The next meeting was scheduled for Monday, May 3, 2004, from 10:00 to 3:00 p.m. in Room 6022, at the USPS Rosslyn office.

