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CONSISTENCY OF MAILING STANDARDS & BUSINESS MAIL ACCEPTANCE

MINUTES OF 6/15/04 MEETING
Attendees
Sherry Freda, USPS Mgr., Mailing Standards (USPS Co-Chair)

Pritha Mehra, Mgr., USPS Marketing Tech. and Channel Mgmt (Industry Co-Chair)

Sue Taylor, Prudential (Industry Co-Chair)

Barbara Babineau, USPS, Operations Requirements

Ken Ceglowski, USPS, Manager, Customer Relationship Management

Susan Dow, USPS, Manager, Sales Strategy & Integration

Carolyn Emigh, Nonprofit Service Group

Ernie Harris, USPS, MTAC Program Manager

Don Helleu, Business Mail Acceptance 

Anne Marie Himmel, Capital One

Erika Johnson, USPS, usps.com

Paulette Kelly, USPS, Business Mail Acceptance

Donald Lagasse, USPS, Mailing Standards

Susan Leibovich, USPS, NCSC Memphis

Jon  Leonard, Manager, Communication Integration

Patti Mason, USPS, (A) Manager, usps.com

Gary Mcurdy, MBNA

John Nagla, USPS, Implementation & Outreach

Christina Otjen, USPS, usps.com

Leo Raymond, MFSA

Wanda Senne, ACE Marketing/NAAD

Tom Sides, SmartMail

Kathy Siviter, PostCom

Joanne Smith, USPS Business Service Network

Joel Thomas, National Association of Presort Mailers (NAPM)

Laurie Timmons, USPS, Mgr. Marketing Northeast Area

Introduction
Sue Taylor welcomed Pritha Mehra to the group, who has been appointed by the USPS to Michele Denny’s former position of Manager, Marketing Technology and Channel Management and now will be the second USPS co-chair for the workgroup.  Ms. Mehra advised that she is two weeks into her new job but already is hearing many issues being addressed by the workgroup.  She stressed that the focus should be on resolutions and said she looks forward to being part of the team.

Review of Previous Meeting Minutes
The group reviewed the activity from the May 3, 2004, workgroup meeting, noting that the workgroup had briefly discussed the Postal Service’s proposed rule concerning First-Class Mail versus Standard Mail content issues, with some members expressing concerns that the proposed rule did not establish the “bright line” the USPS intended.  The USPS asked for comments to be submitted during the Federal Register comment period.
Workgroup reviewed the process of the details of the draft Communications Critique prepared by the subgroup.  Pat McCabe, USPS, attended the meeting as a guest to discuss some of the issues raised concerning Postal Explorer.  It was noted that the workgroup will go into more detail during today’s meeting on each of the USPS communication vehicles in place.

It was noted that the workgroup had passed the CASS issues from the original issues list to a new workgroup being formed on Address Quality, which apparently took that workgroup a bit by surprise, but that the confusion now has been ironed out and the new workgroup is aware of the CASS issues.

On the General Acceptance and MERLIN issues, Michele Denny had said her group would review the list of issues and compile a list of FAQs in response.  On the DMM issues, Tom Sides had presented a breakdown of the original issues and categorized them for discussion.  The USPS has assigned someone to address some of the issues and some update should be provided at today’s meeting.

Communications Plan
It was reported that not much additional feedback has been received from the various associations since the last meeting, which leads the group to believe that the plan is in good shape for further discussion.  The workgroup then proceeded to discuss the individual USPS communication vehicles and the issues/recommendations for each vehicle.

USPS.COM
Erika Johnson, usps.com, told the workgroup that her group would like more information on what the group is looking for in terms of redesign of the USPS’ web site, usps.com.  The workgroup noted that communications is the core focus of this group, in terms of helping improve consistency of messaging and information.  

Search Engine.  The group reported that the existing search engine for usps.com does not appear to search the whole web site, does not bring back actual page links within the web site, and does not offer the most comprehensive or meaningful list of search results.  Ms. Johnson reported that the current web site actually is divided into separate silos in terms of the search engine, with usps.com being separate from the Postal Store, RIBBS, Postal Explorer, etc.  The usps.com group also noted that there are serious deficiencies with the existing search engine because of lack of funding approval for improvements that have been requested for the past two years.  These improvements are not a high priority for the USPS IT group, however, and there currently is not enough “horsepower” on the back end of the web site infrastructure to make the necessary search engine improvements. 

The usps.com group again has requested the necessary funding to make these improvements as part of its FY 2005 budget request, which the USPS likely will finalize within the next two weeks.  The workgroup discussed what possible measures could be taken to convey to USPS senior management the importance of this funding.  The group agreed to review the topic again at the next workgroup meeting, at which time the outcome of the budget request will be known.

Content Availability.  IT was suggested that any document the USPS produces that is not proprietary or strictly internal should be available on the web site and accessible through a good search engine.  The usps.com group noted that it has no control over whether documents are posted or not, they simply complete the technical function of posting documents received from other groups within the USPS.  

Jon Leonard noted that some functional areas feel that some information is more internally-focused and should not be posted on the web site.  He offered to provide information on owners for various areas of the web site, if desired by the workgroup.  Industry responded that if the information impacts mailer operations or USPS customer interactions, then the information should be available to mailers.  A question arose as to why a publication or handbook, available in hardcopy, could not also be made available on the web site.
The USPS asked industry to list those documents not currently posted that are of particular interest.  It was noted that the expense likely is significantly greater for the USPS to provide documents, publications, handbooks, etc. in hardcopy form versus electronic form.  The workgroup agreed that industry would compile a list of publications, handbooks, etc. that are not currently listed on the web site, which mailers would find particularly useful. Leo Raymond has the lead on this top and information is due to Sue Taylor by July 19th.
Content Connectivity/Duplication.  It became apparent throughout the meeting, discussion, and looking at usps.com on line during the meeting, that there are many places between the front usps.com areas and other areas on Postal Explorer, RIBBS, and others where there are either duplicate pages on the same topic (but not the same page), or areas on the same topic that are not connected/linked.  

There were also links that no longer are active, resulting in error page messages, and file indexes containing files out of date that could be accessed by users.  There is no one central page from which business mailers can navigate to all the areas they need to go to obtain information, without getting lost in the system and unable to return to the central page.

The USPS noted that topic areas have different owners, who ultimately are responsible for providing the maintenance and updating instructions and material to usps.com.  Because these areas often are separate within the organization, the activities often are inconsistent or result in duplicate information.  It was asked if there was a way to include an email link for the page content owner group at USPS so that users could report missing, erroneous or duplicate information.  The usps.com group said that the individual page content owners would have to authorize it and respond to the email inquiries.  The USPS asked that industry to compile a list of pages where such a link would be desired. Joel Thomas and Wanda Senne have the lead and comments are due to Sue Taylor by July 19th.
The USPS noted that there currently is a feedback form available from the National and Premier Accounts page that then is directed to the appropriate USPS internal group for response.  The NCSC has a customer care support group that could respond to such a link for their pages and will pursue that enhancement. 
What’s New Page.  The group had recommended in the communications plan that the USPS develop a “what’s new” page for posting more postal operations-oriented news such as a proposed rule being published in the Federal Register, or new Customer Support Ruling, or mail acceptance policy change, etc.  The usps.com group noted that there is a news page on usps.com and they are always looking for things to post.  They noted that they do not hear from other groups within the USPS on what’s new, however, and don’t have the staff to track down that information.

The USPS pointed out to the workgroup that an area has been set up on the usps.com web site for National and Premier Accounts (a link at the bottom of the usps.com home page).  This is a project Marketing at the USPS has been working on.  The USPS suggested that a “what’s new” page could be added to this area, but asked mailers to help identify the kind of information that should be included.  In addition, the USPS would like feedback from the industry members of the workgroup and their associations on the National and Premier Accounts area. Kathy Siviter has the lead on this.
Web Page Design.  The workgroup briefly discussed an issue that the USPS said it has wrestled with in designing its web site and that is how to dictate how users approach the site – by who they are, what they want to do, or what they are looking for, etc.  The web site can not be all things to all users.  The USPS noted that there currently are over a quarter million active pages on the site – with many more inactive pages.  
The USPS feels a need to present information differently for small mailers and the general public, and for more sophisticated mailers such as those on the workgroup.  The development of the National and Premier Accounts link is designed to meet the needs of the latter.  It was asked if the USPS has done much promotion of that area, and the USPS said that it is still in development so not much promotion has yet taken place.  The USPS envisions that in a future state, the area will be one where through customer ID the USPS can push out information relevant to the specific customer.  The USPS currently is grappling with some issues internally, one of which is the different needs of service providers/intermediaries versus owners of the mail.

Archives.  The workgroup agreed that there should be archived information available on the web site for research purposes.  It was suggested that a look could be taken as to what the existing USPS Library at headquarters maintains with consideration for what part of that library could be available electronically.  At a minimum, there needs to be a good search engine on the existing site to be able to find information.

USPS Publications
The group discussed the various USPS publications and asked if their subscriber lists had been compared.  The USPS noted that the usps.com group does not have responsibility for the content or distribution of the publications, beyond posting them on the web site.  The various publications have different production schedules and frequency.  

The USPS reported that the USPS recently contracted out its printing of the Postal Bulletin, and is saving about $1 million annually over what it spent previously.
It was also noted that the subscriber base for the Postal Bulletin is relatively small.  There are about 150,000 subscribers to Memo to Mailers and he felt there probably is a pretty large cross-over with the Mailers Companion subscriber list.  Industry asked if the USPS had ever explored whether there would be any benefit to combining the two publications, if the subscriber base is largely the same.  The possibility had been discussed internally, but no decision had ever been made to combine them.

It was asked if the USPS has done anything to encourage subscribers to receive the publications electronically rather than hardcopy.  The USPS responded that regular notice is given to customers that the information is available in electronic format.

It was stressed that beyond the numbered handbooks and publications, the industry would like the USPS to post on the web any Management Instructions (MIs) that are relative to USPS policies and procedures that impact mailers (e.g., the Revenue Assurance MI and Bad Checks procedures MI).   The USPS said it still is dependent on the owner of the topic to determine whether MIs could be posted.  The USPS agreed to review a list of MIs prepared by industry that it would like to see posted.  

Rapid Information Bulletin Board System (RIBBS)
Both the USPS and industry agreed that RIBBS should be renamed to more accurately reflect its content and format (since it no longer is a Bulletin Board service).

The USPS responded to the timeliness issues raised concerning Federal Register notices by reporting that a technical group is working on developing an automated update process that would not require human intervention, so that each day the Federal Register would be searched for USPS rulemaking notices and those notices then posted on RIBBS.

Concerning the issue of weather updates not being posted consistently or in a timely manner, it became clear during discussion that the current process is confusing and inconsistent.  Information on weather impacts on USPS’ service often are not posted on the site, or not posted in a timely manner.  The format is not consistent or user-friendly.  Often mailers obtain this type of information from a personal contact by a BSN or Account Manager but the information never is posted on the web site.  The USPS acknowledged that the lack of information also can be a problem internally when one USPS area is trying to get information on a problem in another area to provide to customers.

It was suggested that if the USPS currently is collecting this information for its own internal use (e.g., the National Operations Center), then that process could be enhanced to include posting the information to RIBBS.  The USPS (Barbara Babineau will take the lead, along with Susan Leibovich, Laurie Timmons and Susan Dow) will further explore the current process for reporting weather and other operational impacts internally, and how those processes could be modified to include posting of the information to RIBBS.  

The USPS asked industry for clarification of what types of information it is looking for.  The USPS asked for information as to the functional roles of people within mailing companies that would want various information and what they would use it for.  In addition, a standardized format for the information would be helpful.  Sue Taylor will coordinate obtaining feedback from industry on this issue.

It was mentioned that there is a link from RIBBS for “File Libraries” which seems to contain “orphan” files with no link from other pages.  Some of the files appear to be outdated, but some are current.  Susan Leibovich, USPS, will do an initial review of the files listed prior to the next meeting.

Postal Explorer
It was noted that Pat McCabe had joined the workgroup at the last meeting to discuss recommendations for improvements to Postal Explorer.  He is working on search engine modifications, which he will report on at the next meeting.  In the interim, the USPS asked for input on any unusual search results from Postal Explorer, noting that there is an “Additional Publications” link from Postal Explorer, which the workgroup briefly reviewed and suggested that all publications be listed and accessible from the main publications page.

The USPS reported that a briefing on the DMM redesign also will take place at a future meeting.  

MTAC Issue Tracking System (MITS)
Ernie Harris, USPS MTAC program manager, briefed the workgroup on the evolution of MITS.  He reported that the MTAC program group, lead by Marty Emery, currently is working on a communications plan which they will share with the workgroup when it is in more final form.  It currently is being reviewed internally.  This communications plan focuses on MTAC accomplishments and incorporates the Postal Customer Councils (PCCs), and National Postal Forums in the communications model.  

Mr. Harris acknowledged that MITS was developed in the 1990's and is not user-friendly.  Its purpose is to communicate MTAC workgroup output and status.  The communications plan in development will include a checklist for MTAC workgroups to use in reporting on MITS.  The USPS wants to package the findings and reports of workgroups to provide to PCCs and other venues for their use.  Mr. Harris said that the Postmaster General wants to position the PCCs as an educational outlet and network to reach out to more customers.

In response to the issue identified by the workgroup of timeliness of posting MTAC meeting minutes, Mr. Harris said that the minutes can not be posted until the various USPS speakers have approved them, which takes time.  There is a goal of having the minutes posted within two weeks.  He noted that there is a push within the USPS to have more technology briefings at MTAC, similar to those at the last meeting on Paper and Environmental issues.  The USPS would like more association involvement in forming the agenda and presentation of issues.

It was mentioned that the USPS had wanted the workgroup associations to provide a profile of the association members and issues they generally pursue, asking if this could be done through MTAC as part of MITS or in conjunction with development of the MTAC roster.  The USPS would have a use for this information internally as well, and a link then could be provided from MITS to the association web site.  The usps.com group noted that a written authorization to link to the association site would need to be on file but that it is a standard form.  Mr. Harris noted that guidelines for using MITS are in development, which should help novice users.

Broadcast E-Mail Service
The workgroup’s recommendations that the USPS consider developing a broadcast e-mail service were reviewed.  The USPS easily could add a form to its web site where it could obtain some basic information from users that wanted to be added to a subscriber list for an e-mail update service.  The information on the form could help the USPS in marketing to customers by obtaining some basic information on their mail use and needs.  The user could select from a drop down list of topics on which they want to receive e-mail updates, and an “unsubscribe” feature would allow users to opt-out if they change their mind or no longer need the information.  

Various functional groups at USPS could use the lists to broadcast e-mail notices out to mailers that have elected to receive that type of information.  Currently, the USPS Corporate Communications (Media) group uses such a list to send out press releases by e-mail.   A master broadcast e-mail list program could be set up and maintained by one USPS group, then offered for use to other functional areas. 

The workgroup briefly discussed this concept and there was some sentiment that efforts should first focus on improving and resolving problems on the USPS web site.

ACS Update
Barbara Babineau gave an update on the ACS issues identified by the workgroup, per a report from Cheryl Horne, who could not make this meeting.  

On May 19, 2004, the USPS held a meeting to discuss proper USPS responses to industry concerns raised by the workgroup relative to ACS.  As information, there currently are 8,600 valid ACS participant codes and 7,500 mailers of ACS.  The USPS provided a document with the following highlights from the meeting:

What USPS is doing already to ensure consistency within ACS.  

During July and August, 2003, standup talks, posters, a Postal Bulletin article, and desk mats were nationally distributed emphasizing proper ACS handling.  

The USPS, NCSC gets daily feeds from all CFS sites where deficient ACS pieces are identified.  

The USPS monitors a major mailer monthly.  All Areas get information from USPS headquarters that shows ACS performance for their 5-digits.  

An updated Publication 8, Address Change Service, has passed the final proof and should be on the Web by late June.  The NCSC will send copies of Pub 8 to all ACS participants; or, at the least, send card notifications of the Web update.

The office of Intelligent Mail and Address Quality (IMAQ) at USPS headquarters is testing a process with BMG and Columbia House to ensure accurate ACS handling.  Seventy percent of incorrectly handled BMG/Columbia House ACS pieces were "return to sender/refused" pieces bypassing CFS.  The USPS now is capturing these pieces at the Bulk Mail Center and routing them thru CFS. 

USPS engineering is working on a program to allow LMLM to recognize ACS letter mail.  

The new PEL/OEL and new 4 state barcode will accommodate ACS.  

Postal Address Redirection System (PARS) will accommodate ACS for letters and flats.  The USPS is looking into a possible scanning solution for parcels and rejects at BMCs or CFS sites.

New USPS initiatives to enhance ACS consistency: 

Re-issue standup talks and posters thru the intranet and the Postal Bulletin with instructions for national coverage on a quarterly basis.  

Develop standard operating procedure to handle refund requests as follows.  

Refunds:  

ACS is not a guaranteed service.  ACS will substantially reduce the number of hardcopy notifications.  No field office should be issuing refunds.  NCSC may issue 80% refunds if:

a) NCSC has failed to setup a legitimate participant code before a mailing is deposited.
b) There are special circumstances with fulfillment files, but this is very rare.
c) Other systemic problems on an as-identified basis.

What should the chain of reporting of refund requests be?

The USPS is working internally with NCSC, Customer Service Operations, IMAQ, and BSN at this time.  Nothing has yet been finalized.

Ms. Taylor will look at the original list of ACS issues and identify any that remain unresolved and report back at the next meeting.  She noted that a mailer contacted her with another issue having to do with internet Change of Addresses (ICOA) and inconsistencies that can occur if the CFS unit does not print out a copy of the transaction and send it to the old delivery unit.  Because of this, the customer did not receive mail for several weeks.  

The USPS noted that this is a problem the USPS has had with ICOA since the program started.  While it has improved, it still is a problem, but the USPS has made a concerted effort to fix it, including stand up talks, quarterly messages, visits to CFS sites, etc.  When an internet COA is filed, CFS pulls the changes nightly and either accepts or rejects them.  If they accept it, because there is no electronic way to reach every delivery unit in the country, they are printed out in hardcopy and then mailed to the delivery unit.  It was asked if there has been any effort to have the information communicated electronically to those delivery units that can accept it that way.  The USPS suggested that the process could be linked to the My Post Office system where those post offices then could obtain it electronically.  Audrey Connelly is the USPS owner of ACS and this process.

Merlin/General Acceptance Issues
The USPS is reviewing all issues identified by the workgroup under the General Acceptance and MERLIN categories and looking at whether they relate to national versus local policies, inconsistencies, etc.  The USPS will develop a document listing the issues and their response.  In addition, it was reported that the USPS training team is looking at the issues to incorporate them into training.  They also will be updated into the DM-109.  At the next workgroup meeting, the USPS will review the issues and translate their responses.  An FAQ for these issues will be developed after further analysis.

Paulette Kelly noted that many of the MERLIN issues can be combined and the USPS can provide basic answers.  She felt there were no significant issues that the USPS has not already addressed.  It was noted that the original MERLIN training documents are no longer available on the web site and asked the USPS to review the existing MERLIN training information and ensure it is posted on the site.  It was also noted that there may be some new training material being used in Norman OK that he has not yet seen and if so, can it be shared with the group.  In addition, the issue was raised regarding the MERLIN postage calculation issue, some of his members that are sophisticated MERLIN users still can not arrive at the postage calculation generated by MERLIN.  After some discussion, it was agreed that Mr. Thomas and Ms. Kelly would meet off line to further discuss this issue.

It was noted that mailers repeatedly have asked for USPS documentation that outlines the second level review procedure and over-write procedures and the general scenarios when those procedures would take place, but the information still has not been provided or posted on the web site.  The USPS will look into the issue.

Surcharge Table
The USPS distributed final copies of the Surcharge Table developed by the USPS.  Electronic copies will be distributed to the workgroup and the chart will be included in the next issue of the Mailers Companion.  

Other Issues
It was asked if the USPS could review the existing DMM language concerning folded self-mailers, which is very confusing.  The USPS agreed that the existing language does not contemplate all the various rules, and said the USPS currently is working on something to address the confusion.

Sue Taylor will work on reviewing the initial list of issues provided to the USPS for the workgroup and attempt to identify any that have not yet been addressed.  The workgroup needs to discuss at the next meeting where it is going on the original issues and whether it is time to extend its work to the issue categories not in the Top 5 priority identified at the initial meeting, but which the workgroup committed to working on.

Task List
The following tasks were assigned during the meeting: (Due dates for all action items is July 19th.)
USPS

1.
The USPS will continue to review the original issues lists for General Acceptance, MERLIN, and DMM to develop a response to industry on the status of those issues, which will be presented and discussed at the next meeting.

2.
The USPS will explore the existing process for posting “weather alerts” on RIBBS, and find out whether this type of information is collected and tracked anywhere for internal USPS purposes by a process that could include posting the information on the web site.  , Barbara Babineau has the lead on this issue and will be working with Susan Leibovich, Laurie Timmons and Susan Dow.
3.
Susan Leibovich will review the files currently listed in the “File Libraries” area or RIBBS to see which are still current and try to determine if there are current links to the information from other pages, as well as identifying those files that are out of date and should be removed.

4.
USPS Business Mail Acceptance will review all MERLIN training and policy documents to ensure that information is posted on the MERLIN web site for mailers to access, including information that explains the second level review process and over-write procedures and when they can occur.

Industry
1.
Kathy Siviter will coordinate obtaining feedback from the participating associations on what mailers would like to see on a “What’s New” page on the USPS web site.

2.
Joel Thomas and Wanda Senne will coordinate obtaining feedback from the participating associations on what mailers’ expectations are in terms of what information they want to find on the web site and where they would look for it and expect to find it.  This would include a list of which the web pages/areas where mailers would like to see an email link to the content owner to be able to provide feedback, as well as feedback on the USPS’ National and Premier Accounts area.  The usps.com group also would like comments on the terminology and placement of information currently being used and recommendations for changes that would bring it more in line with industry thinking.

3.
Leo Raymond will coordinate obtaining feedback from the participating associations to compile a list of publications, handbooks, etc. that are not currently posted on the USPS web site that mailers would most like to see posted.

4.
The USPS Business Mail Acceptance group currently are reviewing the acceptance-related pages on the web site and would like any feedback sent to Pritha Mehra or Don Lagasse.

5.
Any feedback on the address management pages should be sent to Susan Leibovich (susan.leibovich@usps.gov).

6.
Sue Taylor will coordinate obtaining feedback from the participating associations on what mailers would like in terms of the information the USPS should provide concerning operational impacts (e.g., “weather” alerts, etc.).

7.
Sue Taylor will look at the original list of ACS issues and identify any that remain unresolved and report back at the next meeting.

8.
Leo Raymond will coordinate obtaining feedback from the participating associations to compile a list of Management Instructions that industry would like the USPS to post on the web site.

Next Meeting
The next meeting date was tentatively set for Monday, August 2, 2004 from 10:00 am to 3:00 pm, which will be the Monday of MTAC week.













