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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MTAC WORKGROUP 86

CONSISTENCY OF MAILING STANDARDS & BUSINESS MAIL ACCEPTANCE

MINUTES OF 8/2/04 MEETING
Attendees
Sherry Freda, USPS Mgr., Mailing Standards (USPS Co-Chair)

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

Sue Taylor, Prudential (Industry Co-Chair)

Ken Ceglowski, USPS Customer Relationship Management

Carolyn Emigh, Nonprofit Service Group

Paul Fagan, USPS Intelligent Mail

Ed Gleiman, DMA

Anne Marie Himmel, Capital One

Cheryl Horne, USPS Operational Requirements & Integration

Jim Kiser, USPS Operational Requirements & Integration

Paulette Kelly, USPS Business Mail Acceptance

Donald Lagasse, USPS Mailing Standards

Susan Leibovich, USPS, NCSC Memphis

Gary Mcurdy, MBNA 

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

Olivia Wright, USPs Customer Relationship Management

General
Sherry Freda reviewed the minutes from the previous meeting.  She thanked the workgroup members (Leo Raymond, Joel Thomas, Kathy Siviter) who have met with Pat McCabe to complete a survey on potential improvements to Postal Explorer.  The USPS distributed the final draft of the surcharge table, which will be published shortly in The Mailers Companion.
First-Class vs Standard Content Rules
The USPS briefed the workgroup on the status of the USPS’ proposed rules for First-Class versus Standard Mail eligibility.  It was reported that Mailing Standards is in the process of reviewing the 402 comments received and it was noted that even though a few of the comments were received after the closing date, the USPS still will include them.

It was reported that about 350 of the comments received related to the same nonprofit mail issues, and about 50-60 related to other issues and that one sentiment that came through loud and clear in many of the comments was the need for more examples, particularly of what must be mailed as First-Class Mail and what may be mailed as Standard Mail. The Postal Service plans to use actual examples presented by commenters rather than making up examples in the final rule.  It was noted that some commenters provided mailpiece examples and some described them.  Mailing Standards would like to follow-up with those that provided descriptions to see if samples can be obtained and used in the final rule.

Mailing Standards is making a list of issues, and then will start working through the answers. When the USPS was asked if the time frame could change the implementation date, the USPS responded that is unknown at this point.  The USPS is not sure yet how it will deal with changes to Customer Support Rulings, and are working on a number of different scenarios.  The group asked how the USPS will ensure that the new rules are well-communicated and consistently applied once the final rule has been published.  It was suggested that this could be a test case for the communications plan being developed by the workgroup. 
MERLIN Issues
The USPS distributed a package of materials to workgroup members, including the MERLIN training guide, the USPS’ responses to the list of original issues presented to the group, a handout on the MERLIN over-write procedures, a list of USPS publications/dates, and some other MERLIN-related materials.  They said that the information will be provided in electronic format shortly and will be added to the USPS’ web site in the MERLIN area. The USPS announced that, based on the list of issues and feedback from the workgroup, they have decided to redesign its acceptance web site.  Customer Relationship Management of the USPS will be helping that and the site will be designed to mesh with the National and Premier Accounts pages on USPS.com.  When users click on verify/transport, for instance, there will be links to explain the entire acceptance process from A to Z, optional procedures, required procedures, appeal processes, sampling rules, etc.  The USPS said the site also would link with operations to provide CET information, BMEU office look-ups, and more.  The feedback from this workgroup will help to design the changes.  They said the USPS will try and do as much as it can this year.

The USPS noted that while the National and Premier Accounts web site currently is set up as “one-size-fits-all,” in the future it will move a specific mailer access design.  

The USPS is in the process of re-writing the DM-109 handbook on acceptance/verification and will include many of the issues raised by the workgroup.  Joel Thomas asked the USPS to provide an opportunity for mailer feedback on the revised publication before it is finalized and the USPS agreed.  The USPS stated that the publication is really long and currently includes many things customers probably would not want (e.g., information on uniforms, etc.), so the USPS is working on the sections that customers would care about first.  They estimated that the initial chapters will be done at the end of September or early October, and the USPS will post them on the web site as they are completed.  The entire publication likely will not be completed until May of next year. The USPS is working on a handout on establishing a Detached Mail Unit (DMU) and will put that on the web site as well.

The USPS asked the workgroup members to review the document provided with the USPS’ responses to the original issues list developed by the group, and provide the USPS with feedback. They noted that many of the issues tie back into training.

The USPS further reported that the USPS has established a more enhanced training program for clerks and is continuing to improve training.  She explained that the USPS has a variety of sources for issues to incorporate in training – the BMEU proficiency program (mystery caller and Gallop survey), this workgroup’s issues document, feedback from OIG audits of BMEU funtions, and others.  They said the USPS plans to do “hot issues” training in a cost-effective manner, such as web-casting.

The USPS said that by the next workgroup meeting, they hope to be able to demonstrate a prototype of the new web site, and noted that the USPS plans to use customers to review it before it is finalized.

Business Mail Acceptance reported that the USPS has completed prototype testing of an envelope reflectance meter, which was very successful.  Engineering will continue its review and it is expected to be available for sale by February 2005.  The new reflectance meter will be able to read in greyscale and will cost approximately $5000.   It was also reported that the new flats template currently is in production and should be available by the Postal Forum.  Samples of both tools will be brought to the next workgroup meeting.

Sue Taylor noted that for issues # 25 and 26, there were some specific examples and locations that had been brought forward, which she can provide to the USPS for follow-up.

USPS reported that the USPS is working with its areas on the staffing/scheduling criteria for BMEUs and DMUs.  They noted that the USPS’ PERMIT system does not really provide information on what DMUs are out there.  They said that probably half of what are being called DMUs probably are not.  DMU truly refers to off-site acceptance.  The USPS does them mainly because of space constraints in BMEUs and volume restrictions.  It was reported that the USPS is looking at staffing and resources at BMEUs with larger volumes, and their office will be meeting in August/September with the areas currently testing some new procedures.  

The USPS noted that the USPS has launched its new PostalOne! System to replace the PERMIT system, which will provide a huge opportunity for acceptance improvements.  They said the USPS is looking for ways to use technology to do more acceptance/verification, and are 
looking at new ideas for the future.


ACS Performance Improvement Initiatives
Jim Kiser, USPS Operational Requirements, briefed the workgroup on the USPS’ efforts to improve Address Change Service (ACS) capture rates, and shared the USPS’ experiences last year during tests performed under the Capital One Negotiated Service Agreement (NSA). [A copy of Mr. Kiser’s presentation was distributed after the workgroup meeting.].

Mr. Kiser told the group that the USPS’ goal and focus is to drive the ACS capture rate up as high as possible, and that the USPS wants to get the process out of manual/human intervention and move it to an automated environment.  He said that while the USPS expects that PARS will do that, the USPS wants to do some things now because it will be awhile before it is in a full up PARS environment.  Mr. Kiser noted that while Publication 8 notes that ACS is not a guaranteed service, and is designed to reduce but not eliminate manual address correction notifications completely, the USPS has not and does not intend to hide behind this disclaimer.

Mr. Kiser reported that 84 percent of ACS mishandlings occur as a result of failure to identify and route to CFS at the delivery unit.  There also is a small percentage of customer error around endorsements, participant codes, key lines and some ACS mishandlings due to CFS clerk errors.  The USPS attributed the high percentage of mishandlings which occur in nixie operations to the fact that the function no longer is a full-time job, turnover is high, it is not a high priority with management, there is a lack of supervisory involvement, a lack of training, a lack of performance metrics, a lack of data and a lack of accountability in the field.

Mr. Kiser explained the ACS capture rate changed with the Capital One NSA because Capital One was able to provide the USPS with detailed data around national test mailings.  He shared some reports which detailed the ACS improvements that occurred during the course of the Capital One testing. 

The first test mailing, performed in March 2003 (but data not analyzed until the end of June 2003), achieved a national ACS capture rate of only 47 percent, with some varying degrees of success across the country.  The USPS reported that about 8,000 CFS sites (out of 33,000) processed the ACS pieces perfectly, but almost the same amount literally processed none of the ACS pieces, instead returning the pieces to sender like non-ACS pieces.

The USPS said that the Capital One test was invaluable because for the first time it had actionable data to share with the field concerning ACS performance by area.  The USPS then engaged in a flurry of communications efforts to improve education and awareness.  The second Capital One test showed only a 16.5 percent national improvement, which the USPS attributed to the tight time frame between the final analysis of the data from the first test before the second test mailing was sent out.  

Between the second and third test, the latter of which occurred in December 2003, the USPS had ample time to “put some meat” behind its efforts in the field.  More accountability measures and performance metrics were put into place in the field, the results were publicized, messaging on ACS was raised to a higher level, on-site reviews were conducted, and a variety of other tactics were used to raise the awareness of the importance of the service.  As a result, the third test mailing, which was over 12 million pieces and hit nearly every 5-digit ZIP Code in the country, achieved an 86.7 percent ACS capture rate.

Mr. Kiser told the workgroup that the USPS also experienced a tremendous increase in the amount of electronic ACS nixie volume in the system, a 103 percent increase over the previous year.  While some of this was attributable to Capital One, the USPS reported that a significant amount was due to the increase in capturing ACS volume versus manual returns.

While the USPS hopes that the implementation of PARS will resolve many of the existing issues with ACS, full implementation of PARS will not occur in the near future.  Mr. Kiser reported that at PARS test sites, the amount of ACS records being captured by PARS steadily have increased since March, and will increase exponentially as PARS implementation moves through Phase 1.  He noted that Phase 1 of PARS deployment is expected to be completed in November 2004.  The USPS then plans to request approval from its Board of Governors for Phase II deployment to begin in July 2005 to be completed in June 2007, with the possible inclusion of flats and parcels.

Mr. Kiser said that PARS implementation has slipped behind schedule over the past few months. He reported that the USPS’ Computerized Forwarding System (CFS) sites have been in a downsizing mode over the last few years in anticipation of PARS, and have now lost about 25 percent of its career employee workforce in lieu of temporary employees that can be more easily moved when PARS is deployed.  Mr. Kiser noted that this resulted in very unacceptable levels of delayed ACS volume about 3-4 months ago.  He noted that as of last week, however, delayed ACS volume had been reduced to a national level below the same period last year.

Under PARS, there is little manual intervention or recognition of ACS information.  The USPS told the MTAC workgroup that the software is unforgiving,” and that when it moves to a full PARS environment, things will become acutely more important.  At PARS test sites, the USPS reported that since March the number of ACS records being captured by PARS has steadily increased and said that it expects the numbers to increase exponentially as Phase 1 deployment ramps up in earnest.

Mr. Kiser told the workgroup that the USPS wants to work on improving its ACS service now, however, and is looking for ways to piggyback on the Capital One testing.  In order to do that, though, the USPS needs more ACS mailers that can provide data at the 5-digit ZIP Code level on ACS returns.  The USPS wants to renew its education and training efforts around ACS, which it have fallen off since the last Capital One test in December 2003.  

ACS mailers that can provide 5-digit ZIP Code level data and are interested in participating in the USPS’ expanded test should contact Robin Morrill, USPS operations specialist, 202-268-5018 (or e-mail to robin.s.morrill@usps.gov).  The USPS stressed that this is not just a Capital One problem, and said that if it can get similar data from other mailers, it can produce similar results.

On the issue of possible inconsistencies in rates being charged for manual ACS corrections, the USPS said that now that the revised version of its Publication 8 are out, it plans to do some new messaging to its field employees.  Cheryl Horne noted that Publication 8 specifically states what should be charged.  She said the problem goes back to training, and reported that she did get significant input last week from the NCSC. 
Customer Gateway
Ken Ceglowski and Olivia Wright, USPS Customer Relationship Management, briefed the workgroup on the USPS’ plans for the National/Premier Accounts area of its web site.  They stressed that their group does not own the web site content.

The National/Premier Accounts area in the future will feature the customer logging in, which would bring up a user-specific page.  The USPS envisions this page as the customer’s single point of access to get all the content and information from the web site that they need.  It will be designed to be user-friendly, quick, and effective.   In the future, there would be three types of customer areas if a customer does not use a specific logon ID: consumer, small customer and large customer.

Once signed in to the web site, the design is built around obtaining information about the events occurring in a mailing life cycle.  The USPS would like feedback on whether or not the areas defined on the site right now are the appropriate ones.  The workgroup suggested that the USPS focus on allowing the user to control their direction rather than the USPS laying out specific areas that meet the customers needs based on whatever intelligence they can gather about that customer.  There also are many intermediaries (service providers vs. mail owners, etc.) that would have a variety of different information needs based on having a variety of different types of mailer clients.  Trade associations and other industry representatives also would need to be able to access a wider variety of information.

The USPS reported that it is in the process of introducing technology that will allow the customer a single access logon ID and password for all USPS services (e.g., Confirm, eBSN, Delivery Confirmation, etc.).  Ms. Taylor asked if there would be any way to access information as a consumer and also as a business representative on the same logon/ID, but the USPS said that would not be possible.  The USPS is working, however, on the oversight of logon Ids for a particular company being administered by a representative within the company, rather than the USPS overseeing multiple user access within the same company.  

Ms. Wright discussed with the workgroup the “My Alerts” feature on the front page of the proposed web site redesign, which would contain news based on the most frequently visited areas of the site by that user.  The “My Services” headlines would piggy back off the BSN information to bring content-relevant service requests up to the front page area.  The USPS would gather user profile information to continue to personalize and customize the information for that user.  The page would work off a combination of personalized information selected by the USPS based on its understanding of the user, as well as user-selected topics/areas.  The user would be provided with a page off which to select options for their personalized page.  “My Lookup” would include whatever tools the user wants easy access to (e.g., ZIP Lookup, BSN look up, etc.).

The workgroup members stressed to the USPS to allow as much user-selected definition to the pages as possible, vs. the USPS anticipating the user’s needs/interests.  The USPS said that parts of the new system already have been built and a few dozen customers have been providing feedback.  The USPS plans to start building the new capabilities starting October 1 and will need additional input from customers and the USPS business owners.  Customers interested in providing feedback should contact Ken Ceglowski at 202-268-2173 (or by e-mail to ken.p.ceglowski@usps.gov).

Ken Ceglowski asked workgroup members to provide feedback on what other things they would like to see as part of this web site redesign.  Suggestions presented at the meeting included: an area to get operations alerts, all postal news (vs. news that the USPS feels is of interest to the user), and access to a what’s new page for business mailers.  Additional feedback should be provided to Ken Ceglowski.  He asked that the group have patience as the USPS tries some different things and continue to seek input from users.

Other Web Site Issues
Susan Leibovich, USPS NCSC, reported that she has completed review of the Address Quality pages on the web site and thinks that everything now is current.  A revised Publication 8 has been posted on the web site and a notice advising that will be sent to all ACS customers this week.  She noted that her group is about 65 percent done with reviewing the files on RIBBS, and would like feedback on the overall look of that area on the web site.

Ms. Leibovich said that as far as the "Impacted Delivery Alerts" (versus calling them “Weather Alerts,” still need some work in terms of how the USPS obtains and posts the information.   She reported that the BSN marks information to go directly into RIBBS to keep up with the alerts, but that the procedure is not consistent or thorough.   Ms. Taylor reported that during recent incidents of flooding there was very little pertinent information on the USPS weather alerts area, even for areas she knew to be effected.

Laurie Timmons reported that there she was told there is a workgroup focusing on this issue and improvements to the process of how information gets communicated from the field and how it should flow.  After some discussion, it became clear that the current process still has not yet been identified, and that there needs to be a venue for discussing improvements if there is not a workgroup in place working on it.  Customers should be a part of that discussion.  The USPS agreed that Susan Leibovich, Laurie Timmons and Joanne Smith will work on mapping out the current process and also will find out if an internal workgroup is looking at the process and potential improvements.  They will report back at the next workgroup meeting.

Ms. Siviter noted that some PostCom members that provided feedback on the USPS’ web site said they had not known about the NCSC Address Quality areas, which they found valuable once they knew about them.  She suggested that more communication on the web site content may be in order.  Ms. Siviter asked the status of the usps.com budget request for improvements such as a better search engine, as were discussed in a previous workgroup meeting.  The USPS said that it did not know the status but would find out and report back at the next meeting.

Several workgroup members also said that providing contact information for the RCSC headquarters, and the areas, along with pertinent organization charts, etc. would be of value to mailers.

DMM/General Acceptance Issues
The USPS reported that the USPS still is working on some of the DMM issues raised by the workgroup and will be doing some work on the pertinent sections of the DMM (e.g., Business Reply Mail, permits, etc.).  She said that these mostly represent small issues that can be fixed.

Other Issues
The USPS noted that the USPS is in the process of reviewing the list of publications that mailers are interested in the USPS having available for download on the web site, which was provided by Leo Raymond.  They noted that the list is extensive and a bit overwhelming.  It was suggested that a more focused list would have more value.
Next Issues
Ms. Taylor reported that she reviewed the initial list of issues provided to the USPS at the first workgroup meeting.  Many have been discussed or responded to by the USPS, she noted.  On the issue of payments and refunds, Ms. Taylor noted that there has been some discussion at MTAC that a separate workgroup should be formed.  Ms. Freda noted that it will be discussed at the upcoming MTAC Steering Committee meeting.  She said that there is not enough data available and that she recently polled the RCSCs on refunds and not many cases were reported, but she noted that some types of refunds do not go through the RCSCs, so there may be more data needed.

The USPS advised that the separate workgroup for CASS issues has been approved and likely will start soon.

Ms. Taylor asked the workgroup members to review the original issues list and think about what issues still need to be discussed.  Ms. Siviter reminded the group that the communications plan for improving consistency through better communications never was finalized.  The USPS stated that Mailing Standards would be satisfied with getting the descriptions of the MTAC associations and what types of members they have
After some discussion, it was agreed that the next meeting likely will not be the last meeting for the workgroup.  Before the next meeting, both the USPS and industry will review the USPS’ responses to the original issues list and work on developing a list of issues that still need to be worked on.  

Next Meeting
The next workgroup meeting was tentatively scheduled for Monday, October 25, 2004, from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. in Washington DC, in conjunction with the next MTAC meeting.
