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Introduction

The meeting began by conducting a brief review of issues covered at the last workgroup meeting. It was noted that much time was spent at the last meeting on the communications review and that the next iteration of the review, which will be discussed during today’s meeting, is very good.

CASS issues were addressed at the last meeting and the USPS had mentioned a new MTAC workgroup might be formed which would address this issue. The new workgroup now is being formed and will be taking up the CASS issues raised by this workgroup.

The USPS has asked workgroup participants to provide information about target marketing techniques, specifying words and phrases. The USPS has no specific plan for this information yet, but wanted to make an effort to better understand use of various terms by marketers. Perhaps the USPS could later use this information to help train employees so that they make the correct conclusions when reviewing mailpieces.

It was suggested that having workgroup meetings only five weeks apart may be too frequent and proposed that the workgroup allow more time between meetings in the future.

First-Class Mail vs Standard Mail Content
It was reported that the USPS published its proposed rule which it hopes will clarify the issues surrounding First-Class Mail and Standard Mail content. The USPS has given mailers 60 days to comment on the proposal, with comments due June 18, 2004. One comment has been received so far, and the USPS is looking forward to many comments. The USPS hopes people will take the proposed rule and apply it to their mailpieces to come up with questions and formulate opinions and comments.

Workgroup members expressed some concern that the proposed rule is subjective and could be viewed differently depending on the mailer’s view of the piece in terms of its purpose (e.g., solicitation/advertising), which could differ from the USPS’ point of view. The USPS’ proposed rule may still leave subjectivity with USPS clerks.

The whole point of the Federal Register notice is to establish the underlying principles from which decisions can be made. The USPS hopes to use comments received to assist in developing training that will meet the needs of users. It was suggested that it would be useful for industry and the USPS to use the same training materials in order to minimize inconsistent interpretations. The USPS wants to develop a good solid foundation from which everyone can make consistent decisions. The USPS can deal with questions regarding the application of the rule in various ways including Customer Support Rulings.
It was asked if the USPS plans to publish a second proposed rule, or go straight to a final rule. The USPS responded that the USPS has no preconceived plan and will wait and see what actions are appropriate.

A classification exercise that a mailer had shared was given to the USPS. It was used several years ago as an educational tool. The exercise gives examples of information and whether or not that type of information is considered personal.  

The group discussed several specific types of mailpieces, such as year-end summaries/statements, proxy solicitations, etc. and whether or not those types of pieces would be considered First-Class Mail or Standard Mail content by the USPS under the proposed rule. Different workgroup members shared questions about the proposed rules in terms of some specific mail type examples, it was then suggested to the USPS that if there is inconsistent interpretation between workgroup members then the rule may not be clear enough. The USPS responded that we would not restrict our thinking to say that a particular type of mailpiece would always be considered First-Class Mail or would always be considered Standard Mail, because creative marketers could do different things with the content of the piece.

It was asked if the USPS has any plans to notify those mailers that currently are mailing pieces at Standard Mail rates for which they would not qualify under the final rule. It was requested that the Postal Service move quickly toward a final rule, since by Labor Day there already will be lots of mail in the production pipeline that won’t be mailed until after January. The USPS said those thoughts should be included in comments to the proposed rule.

Communications Review
The draft of the communications review prepared by the subgroup was presented. The draft lists each of the Postal Service’s existing communication vehicles (publications, web site, etc.) with pros, cons, and recommendations for improvements. The review also includes some general recommendations on improving communications between the Postal Service and industry. The goal of the communications review is to develop more consistent and timely communications from the USPS to industry on business mail changes.

The USPS said that the draft communications review is well thought out and gives the Postal Service an industry perspective. The USPS also reminded the workgroup that there was a USPS rationale behind the development of each communication vehicle.

It was stressed that the communication review still is in draft form and feedback from the workgroup, as well as the associations the workgroup members represent, would be appreciated. The Postal Service’s input also would be appreciated, particularly in further developing a communications model for how information should be disseminated to specific industry constituencies.

Ms. Freda reported that Pat McCabe, USPS, was attending the meeting today to get feedback on Postal Explorer.  She noted that there are others at the USPS that should be involved as they handle other USPS communications vehicles and will be invited to future meetings.
The draft was reviewed in detail. The group discussed the various aspects and recommendations of the plan, with the following highlights:

· The group observed that the USPS’ web site is designed more to accommodate consumer customers than business mailers. It was recommended that a focus group of large business mailers that use the web site be formed to act as an advisory group for future design.

· It was observed that there are two separate purposes for communication vehicles; 1) disseminate information from the USPS to mailers, and 2) research previously disseminated information.  It was suggested there should be one mechanism to communicate out new information and one place to go to research information previously disseminated.

· It was noted that mailers go through similar challenges in their businesses in deciding how much information to push versus how much to pull. You need to know your customers. One part of USPS communications is that from the headquarters level, but another part is having USPS national accounts/sales know what information to push out to major customers.

· To the extent possible, USPS internal and external messaging on the same issue should be consistent. Communication, education, and training tools designed for both internal USPS and external customer audiences should be the same.
· The group asked why PostaLink news bytes about the USPS and postal employees now are only available on the USPS intranet (Blue) which mailers can not access.  

· It was suggested that in developing a subscriber list for broadcast e-mail services (one of the recommendations in the plan) the USPS could ask customers to complete a short survey before being added to a subscriber list. The survey could generate more information which the USPS could use to develop industry-specific e-mail distribution lists, or lists from which to generate sales leads, etc.

· Mr. McCabe noted that Postal Explorer (PE) is designed to search publications which the USPS thought would be of high concern to business mailers, but a search on a topic such as “barcodes” would not return results from other areas of the usps.com web site. The USPS is concerned about generating too much information in search results which then could be overwhelming to the user.  
The group suggested that the USPS explore two versions of the PE search engine, or an “advanced” feature for the more sophisticated business mail user. The group agreed that it is better to get too many results on a search than nothing at all.  Mr. McCabe said the USPS is experimenting with weighting documents with search results to improve that functionality. He asked for a small group of volunteers that are frequent users of the web site to participate in a focus group. Interested workgroup members should contact Ms. Freda or Mr. McCabe. Mr. McCabe said the focus group likely would meet for an hour or so, looking at computer images, going to different sites, exchanging and refining ideas, etc.

· The group members shared their concerns about internal USPS commitment to improving communications. It was noted the difficulty MTAC had in developing the MITS system and its current lack of funding and support. The communications vehicles should be integrated. There is a huge value in doing this for the USPS and mailers, but that has to be justified and resources dedicated to make it work.  

· All handbooks are now published by the USPS in electronic form, so they should be available on the web site (since they can be ordered in hardcopy form).

· There needs to be a common source of information and searchability on usps.com that will produce search results from all areas of the web site.

· The USPS should further explore the address change process for its existing publications. Mailers shared their difficulty in trying to effect address changes or subscription changes.

· A better system of providing searchable archived information needs to be developed to facilitate research on topics. When the USPS replaces a Customer Support Ruling with a new ruling, the information from the old ruling still should be available (currently the USPS changes the old one to say it has been deleted, without leaving the old language there which makes it difficult for mailers to determine what changed).

The group agreed that the communications review is off to a good start. The USPS will work to identify the owners of the various communication vehicles and have representatives come to the next meeting. The workgroup members will circulate the draft plan to their associations for additional feedback, to be returned by May 24.  Ms. Himmel will send a copy of the plan to workgroup members for distribution to their associations. The USPS will meet internally and discuss the plan further.  This will be the agenda for the next meeting.

CASS Subgroup (Coordinator: Paul Fagan)
The USPS said that the new MTAC workgroup that had been discussed as a possibility at the last workgroup meeting now has been established and will be pursuing the CASS issues raised in this workgroup.

The workgroup then discussed the Address Change Service (ACS) questions that had been raised at the last meeting. The USPS stated that the 4-state barcode being explored by the Intelligent Mail group will include ACS compatibility.

The USPS discussed a customer issue of getting books returned rather than the ACS notices. The USPS reported that they are working on a proposal to extend the experiment it has been doing with some national customers. The experiment captures pieces at the BMC and gets them to the CFS unit so the mailers get notification. During the experiment, the participating mailers are having the pieces returned as well as the notices, so that they can verify the information, but that would stop once the system is implemented nationally.

The group then discussed the issue of ACS errors. The USPS reported that there is no policy that says anyone has the authority to grant permission not to accept hardcopy ACS notices.
It was noted that while consistency is a big part of this issue, the system also needs to be fixed. Mailers should not be charged if they get back bad corrections which then cause delivery problems. This results in a loop of the customer being charged over and over again. It was reported that there are similar problems with NCOA in that for about five percent of the changes that are returned, if mailers use those addresses the pieces come back undeliverable-as-addressed (UAA).

It was noted that the improvements to the USPS Change of Address process (new forms, internet service, etc.) the quality of the addresses in the USPS databases will improve, but that will take time. The USPS reported that Consumer Affairs has been working extensively on this issue with operations and that there have been some recent efforts to measure this data. The workgroup said it would like more information if there have been any such studies done. It was noted that the Intelligent Mail group may have done some things recently in this area. It was noted that since this issue has been going around for years, there likely is a lot of industry and USPS data available. The workgroup co-chairs will follow-up with Intelligent Mail and others on this issue and see if an update can be given at the next workgroup meeting.

Another key issue is the consistency in refunds, not just for ACS, but in general. In many cases where mailers should be due a refund, the local post office management does not know the correct policy/procedure. The workgroup was reminded that this issue was raised at the initial meeting and is on the list of things to pursue, but not in the Top 5 the workgroup currently is focusing on. It was noted, however, that as the group works through the Top 5, more issues from the list will be added for the workgroup to pursue.

The workgroup recommended that the USPS conduct communications on the handling of forwarding/returning ACS pieces and endorsements. Cheryl Horne from Operational Requirements will determine how this will be approached.
General Acceptance Subgroup (Coordinator: Kathy Siviter)

The list of General Acceptance issues previously raised by workgroup members was reviewed. They have now been categorized. It was noted that the information presented on the issues does not provide the detail that the USPS needs to determine what the problem is, whether it is a systemic inconsistency or a local problem, or a misunderstanding of policy, etc. Also, the USPS has responses to some of the issues raised, but not to others because more information is needed.

It was noted the following activities relative to some of the issues raised on this list.

· The USPS is in the process of updating the DM-109, which it plans to finish by the end of September.
· An MTAC workgroup has been reviewing soft goods issues and is working on an engineering study which the USPS then can act on.
· There are a variety of policies that can be determined locally and are not consistent nationwide due to differences in transportation, resources, CETs, etc. Workgroup members asked how mailers can determine what the local policy should be, and suggested that there are some situations where two like mailers are not treated the same in the same location. After some discussion, the USPS said it could identify a resource person for mailers to contact such as the local Postmaster.

The USPS will work through the list of issues under General Acceptance and develop an “FAQ” list to help clarify policy on some of the issues. Some of the information presented is actionable, but some is not because of lack of specifics. It was suggested that some of the clarifications could be presented as articles in the Mailers Companion as well.

MERLIN Subgroup (Coordinator: Joel Thomas and Leo Raymond)
A number of issues have been identified under MERLIN were reported.  It was noted that the USPS has sent out information to the field concerning the use of MERLIN by Mailpiece Design Analysts (MDA) as a test vehicle for testing pieces during the equipment down time. It was noted that the subgroup needs to identify true systemic issues relative to MERLIN.

The USPS will go through the list of issues and note how each has been addressed. The USPS also will summarize what it has done and add that information to the FAQs on the MERLIN web site. Paulette Kelly, MERLIN program manager, from Business Mail Acceptance, will manage this effort.
Content(First-Class vs Standard Mail) Subgroup (Coordinator: Anne Marie Himmel)

The workgroup members were challenged to provide physical samples of mailings that contain words or phrases used in target marketing that had been distributed to workgroup members. The next step is to accumulate the samples.  The USPS wants to see if there are some communications it can develop around that information. At the next meeting the group will talk about the samples that have been gathered and what information needs to be communicated to the USPS. Any additional feedback before the next meeting should be provided.

The USPS stressed that they will not give rulings or opinions at this point on whether the samples provided would be classified as First-Class Mail or Standard Mail using the proposed rule. The USPS is looking at the pieces for research purposes and to design communications and training tools. The USPS is hoping to gather information on words, phrases, etc. to see the context of how marketers use those terms. The USPS does not yet know exactly how it will use this information, but it wants to study it at this point. The workgroup members were encouraged not to wait until the end of the Federal Register process to start thinking about implementation and education issues.

DMM Issues Subgroup (Coordinator: Tom Sides)

This subgroup has narrowed the issues down from 30 to 5, and distributed a handout listing the five categories.

The USPS asked for feedback within the next 2 weeks on the machinability/surcharge guidelines that had been handed out at the last meeting. It was noted that a piece could be outside the criteria for C050 and not a letter and not be subject to the surcharge. It was agreed that more details on the list of issues would be sent to the USPS.

The group discussed the need to come up with a uniform thickness definition. Questions on uniform thickness should be sent to the USPS.

It was noted that there is some confusion about First-Class enclosures, with some interpretation by USPS employees differing on the physical construction/separation of the enclosure. Tom Sides will email additional information on this issue to the USPS.  

Next Meeting
The next meeting was tentatively scheduled for Tuesday, June 15, 2004, from 10:00 to 3:00 p.m., at 475 L’Enfant Plaza, Washington DC in room 1P269.

