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Participating in the call were:

Joel Thomas, Subteam Leader 
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Mark Woolston 

Sharon Harrison

Art Davis

Ruth Jones

Deborah Sanders

Liz Flake

Cindy Harrelson, Workgroup Leader

The call began shortly after 3:00 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time with a review of the Minutes of the previous conference call on October 15, 2004.  These minutes will consist largely of additions and correction to those minutes.  
The first issue discussed was Issue 14 which suggests that the time for preparation and distribution of CASS Directories be reduced.  At the meeting in Alpharetta, Georgia and during the telephone call on October 15, the discussion focused primarily on expediting the process by utilizing electronic transmission of CASS data by the USPS to CASS directory vendors and by the CASS directory vendors to end-users.  Following up on that suggestion, Art Davis reported that he had raised this issue with others at the NCSC.  He noted that they are examining the feasibility of sending more compressed files by using Gorilla software, but that the process is being inhibited (but not halted) by elaborate contractual terms sought by Gorilla’s owner.  Art also noted that transmission time is limited by the capacity (band width and speed) of both the outgoing sender and the receiver and that at least some vendors might be able to receive files faster if they increased their reception capacity, but that can be, he noted, expensive.  Art also concurred in the consensus reached during the last conference call that the amount of time that can be gained by delivering data or directories electronically is not, in the overall scheme of things, of major significance as the time needed to write CASS data to CDs and deliver the CDS to CASS directory vendors usually takes no more than two or three days.  On the other hand, the time taken by CASS directory vendors to convert the CASS data into CASS directories and deliver them to end-users is very significant taking up about 10 weeks of the 16 week process. 
The timeline for the creation and delivery of CASS directories to end-users who are on a monthly cycle is essentially as follows using the December 2004 data/directories as an example.  On second Saturday of each month, which will be November 13, 2004 for the December 2004 CASS data/directories, the USPS facility in San Mateo, CA  transmits its most current address data to the NCSC within about 12 hours.  Within a week (usually in about 3 days), the NCSC organizes the data and puts it on CDs that are distributed to CASS directory vendors by Express Mail which normally requires only 24 hours.  Thus CASS directory vendors have the data, within a week of its delivery by San Mateo to the NCSC.  
On or before the end of January 2005, CASS directory vendors will send December 2004 directories to end-users.  End-users must install, test and begin using December 2004 directories before the expiration of the directories (presumably the November 2004 directories) they will be using during February.  The December 2004 directories expire at the end of March 2005.  End-users could use December 2004 directories as early as December 15, 2004 but are not required to use December 2004 directories until the prior directories (normally the November 2004 directories) expire which for the November 2004 directories will the end of February 2005.  
A new directory is normally valid for 105 days.  The start date—i.e., earliest use date for December 2004 directories—is December 15, 2004.  These directories will expire—i.e., no longer be useable—105 days later at the end of March 2005.  

This timeline indicates that the most significant loss of time arises from the delay in shipping new CASS directories by CASS directory vendors.  This period, which (using the December example outlined above) is the period from November 22 to the end of January, 2005, is about 10 weeks.  It appears that this time period could be shortened by 4 weeks without significant problems provided that in the event that a problem should arise with the CASS data, the Postal Service would postpone the expiration of the prior (November) CASS directories if necessary.

End-users are, however, concerned that if the time-frame for delivery and use of CASS data is shortened (along the lines proposed by the USPS in the Federal Register on May 31, 2002 at pp. 38041 – 3), the time eliminated not come out of the time available to them.  End-users currently have only about 30 days to install and test CASS directories.  This time-frame would be difficult to shorten.  End-users have little or no effective control over the shipping of CASS directories by CASS directory vendors.  To ensure that a reduction in the timeframe does not come at the expense of end-users, the USPS should mandate the time by which CASS directory vendors must distribute directories to end-users—i.e., require CASS directory vendors to ship December directories within 6 weeks instead of the 10 weeks they now take—i.e., require the December 2004 CASS directories to be shipped by the end of December 2004, not the end of January 2005.
During the October call it was noted that the NCSC does not provide all data used by various Postal Service products at the same time.  It was specifically stated that DPV data comes later each month than the CASS data.  If this continues into the next CASS cycle, there is concern that this could be a serious problem, especially if the time for the delivery of CASS directories by CASS directory vendors is shortened, as it might unduly shorten the time for testing by CASS directory vendors of their directories which in the next CASS cycle, Cycle “J”, will have to at least support the use of DPV which seems to imply a need for vendors to test and confirm that their directors are properly processing DPV data.

The next item discussed was Issue 13. Though DPV is not currently used in all environments, in CASS cycle “J”, CASS systems will be required to support DPV and the use of DPV may become a requirement for qualification for worksharing discounts.  The problem is that industry end-users are uncertain as to what constitutes a “match” for purposes of DPV and concerned that they could be required to achieve an unrealistic match rate.  The concern and confusion centers on the “S” and “D” codes that are returned when addresses are run against the DVP database.  What is needed is a clear statement to the vendors and end-users of what constitutes a match.  Are only addresses that get a “Y” code matches?   If only “Y” codes are a match, then 20% of one mailer’s 40 million records do not match and that simply isn’t possible or means that DPV has serious problems.  Even if “S” and “D” codes are matches, then it appears that something like 5% of addresses on mailer data bases do not match.  
It was also noted that some addresses to which the USPS delivers are not in the AMS database.  This raises the issue of the yard stick against which DPV matching is to be measured as well as what can be done to ensure that all delivery address, including brand new addresses, are included in the DPV data.  Mailers will have a serious problem if they are required to accept the notion that deliverable addresses won’t produce a match for DPV purposes because they are not included in the AMS data base.  
Everyone agreed that we, both the USPS and mailers, need to understand the causes of failures to match and work to improve match rates.  What we need to avoid is a situation in which discounts are denied because of problems with data and systems that mailers cannot correct or do not have sufficient time in which to adjust.  The subteam agreed that while 100% matching should be the goal, that goal will probably never be attained.  Thus some reasonable tolerance that can be tightened over time as the problems that cause match failures are identified and corrected will be needed if and when DPV matching is required.
The next issue discussed was Issue 16. When the USPS requires automation mail to be coded to the “finest depth of sort,” mailers are very concerned that, unless the USPS intends to effectively mandate the use of a single set of address matching algorithms, it must allow a tolerance that reflects the fact that the same address processed by two different CASS-certified products (algorithms) will occasionally produce different delivery-point barcode assignments.  Thus, if the results of one set of “certified” algorithms are tested by a different set of algorithms, the USPS will have to allow a tolerance that recognizes and allows for errors by both sets of algorithms.  
It was also noted that while the passing score for CASS can and will be raised to 98.5% the real issue is the nature and number of difficult addresses included in the test deck.  Whatever the passing score for is for CASS certification, it must be realistically obtainable. In addition, whatever standard is used to grade the CASS products at certification and their output (MERLIN) must be fully and completely integrated so that the testing of CASS output allows for the errors inherent in the testing software as well as the software (or the output of software) being graded—i.e., these two systems must be fully coordinated and compatible and allow a tolerance for errors by both systems.
There was also concern that we need some process to deal with “bias” induced by the selection of a sample for testing on MERLIN—i.e., the selection of a test sample that, for some reason, exhibits a higher than normal, albeit from an overall perspective still small, error rate on a type of address that is disproportionately represented in the sample.  For example, assume that two of the three trays (out of 22,500 trays used in a mailing of 10 million letters) selected for a MERIN test contain 750 letters to urbanized Puerto Rican addresses.  If the CASS-certified product used to produce these addresses has a hard time with urbanized Puerto Rican addresses, the 10 million letters mailing might fail because the sample selected, which represents only 0.0075% or 75/100,000ths of the mail in the mailing, was not representative of entire mailing.
There is also still concern that:

(a) A significant portion of the current address problems relates to the fact that secondary address data are recorded differently in different areas by the Postal Service—i.e., that secondary address data are not treated the same by the USPS across the country.  The subteam felt that there should be a uniform (standard) process for the handling of secondary address data by the Postal Service  that this standard needs to be communicated to the mailing industry so it can follow the same process.

(b) Problems posed by default matches at the ZIP +4 level may require the tightening of default matching rules to avoid problems in Section D of the Form 3553.

The next issue discussed was Issue 25.  While, in a sense, this issue is vendor specific, there was a general feeling among many mailers that all vendors need to provide more assistance to end-users on how to use their products and understand the code for their inability to code various addresses.  Many people producing or advising or supervising people producing and entering mail simply do not understand how various CASS products operate and why some addresses do not code.  
During the October conference call, the vendor representatives participating felt that the information being sought was available, but that may people did not know where or how to access the information.  Many mailers felt that some of the folks in their IT departments that receive, install and test vendor software may understand products and codes indicating why various addresses did not code, but that non-technical end-users do not.  The solution seemed to be finding some better way for each vendor to make information that apparently already exists more readily available to everyone working with their software via the Internet.  
During the November conference call, one end-user reported that she had checked with three different CASS product vendors and that the data to which they directed her was not what end-users were seeking.   What she was, she stated, referred to the entire technical manual for the vendor’s product.  These manuals were contained in files of many megabytes.  What is sought by end-users is a “lighter” version of the product manual, a shorter description of what the product does, how it does it what it does, and how it reports what it does.  They are looking for something to explain CASS processing by individual CASS vendor products to people managing the people running the software.  They need to know what the product does and doesn’t do, what the optimal configuration is, what, if any options are available, what happens if various options are used, what the software reports and how users can get reports and understand them and any error message that may arise or codes that may be used.  It is particularly important for managers to understand clearly the interrelationships between elements or options provided especially if invoking one option will turn off or on some other function or process.  
For example, it is essential that non-technical managers know how to determine not only if their mail or addresses are being processed with CASS-certified software but that the are being processed in a certified configuration and that they have taken all appropriate action (and no inappropriate action) dictated by the results of the CASS-certified processing; and correctly applied these actions to all mailpieces without reading and absorbing a 7 megabyte user’s guide.
It was suggested that the problem might be addressed by designated customer advocate within each CASS product vendor, This would it was felt help, it would not address the need to have something with which to brief mangers especially off-shore data housing companies that may house and process mailer data. 

The next issue was Issue 26.  As the subteam understood the issue, what is sought is a program or sub-program that would automatically look for names that sound like other words when creating address records.  The vendors generally felt that this sort of variation was too open-ended for inclusion in CASS software.  However, they thought that front-end programs of this sort are already available for use by a mailer when it initially takes in an address over the phone or even over a counter.  The idea is to determine at the outset if a new customer lives on “Dachshund” or “Oxen” Street.  What is needed is software that will query the USPS data base to determine if Dachshund Street will code.  If there is no “Dachshund St.” within the 5-digit ZIP Code, then the software would look for another street like “Oxen” that might sound like ”Dachshund” and flag the issue for immediate resolution with the customer.  A similar process could include the already list of common misspellings or alternative spellings which are dealt with, in part at least, by the existing alias file of alternative spellings of various street names.  This observation lead to some discussion of need to find a way to more quickly resolve the proper spellings of street names between residents and the USPS.
One mailer who has shopped for a front-end system to that includes the ability to  recommend street name alternatives based on phonetics stated that she has not been able to find the sort of system she is looking for and hopes the vendors will see this as an opportunity to develop a new product.

The next issue was Issue 30 regarding the need to improve the understanding of CASS software by end-users and of any new requirements that the USPS may include in the CASS process.  However, the subteam agreed that these issues are really the same as those already covered in the discussion of Issue 25 (regarding the need to resolve user misunderstandings of CASS software and the codes for address that do not code) and Issue16 (regarding the need to ensure that end-users can rely upon CASS processing of addresses to ensure complete compliance with USPS address coding requirements and the need to ensure complete coordination of the CASS certification process with end-user testing—i.e. MERLIN).  Thus this issue should be dropped or reported as merged into Issues 16 and 25.
The conference call proceeded with a discussion of Issue 41. The concern here is that not all USPS products use the “standard” 30 character field length.  It was the understanding of several members of the subteam that some USPS products ask for data in different field lengths or different numbers of lines.  Some products appear to allow fields of considerable length such as 64 characters, but may only allow one line for the primary and secondary street address data.  Some mailers may have the data in two lines or fields that total less than 64 characters; but, to use the USPS product, these mailers must combine the data from two lines or fields into one line and one field and then re-separate this data into two fields and/or lines when the processed data are reinserted into its database. Other USPS products allow two lines or fields of 25 characters which requires some mailers to separate data in one file or line into two fields or lines and then recombine this data.  Both these processes can and do induce errors.  The consensus was that the USPS needs to consistently allow data fields of 30 characters if that is to be the standard.

Finally, the subteam discussed Issue 42 which raises the question of what to do for mailers who have less than 30 characters for street addresses.  The subteam was under the impression that the NSCS is reviewing this issue and looking into whether the development of standardized abbreviations would allow addresses with more than the number of characters available in a database field to be shortened without loss of ability to encode the address with an 11-digit delivery point barcode and to allow MERLIN check the address as presented on the mailpiece.  There was some feeling that some mailers with extremely short fields such as those with 20 characters may have to expand their field length, but that a serious effort to determine if the use of standard abbreviations by all mailers could permit data bases with fields under 30 characters to successfully encode longer addresses.  There is some feeling that the standard abbreviations in Pub. 28 are insufficient to this purpose and need to be expanded and that CASS itself doesn’t always allow for the use of Pub. 28 guidelines.  There is, however, also concern that MERLIN in some cases seems to demand or required compliance with Pub. 28 “guideline.
One of the current problems with CASS, from the perspective of some mailers, is they cannot allow CASS output to modify their street address records since it would produce street  addresses that would not fit into the space available.  These mailers may take the ZIP +4 and city/state output, which will fit into their fields, but do not take the street address output.  When mail using addresses that did not use the CASS output at the street address level is run through MERLIN, MERLIN apply a less exact default, makes an incorrect ZIP +4 assignment, or incorrectly conclude that the address cannot be coded and “fail” these correct ZIP +4 assignments made by the mailer’s CASS process because the mailer’s shortened address was  “expanded” using mailer specific abbreviation logic unknown to MERLIN during CASS processing and then re-reduced for mailing label purposes.  If the mailer specific abbreviation logic was replaced by standard USPS abbreviation logic, then many, if not all, short address might be expanded and properly graded by MERLIN.

The call ended shortly after 4:50 p.m. (Eastern Standard Time) with the understanding that the subteam would meet again in Memphis, on Thursday, December 2nd from 9:00 a.m. to 12 noon Central Standard Time.  However, anyone with any concerns about issues discussed or the reporting of the discussions or any corrections or additions to these minutes was encouraged to contact Joel Thomas prior to the December Meeting.  At the December the subteam will attempt to formulate shorter statements of the issues and clear recommendations as to what might be done to address them by the USPS and/or the mailing industry.
P.S. The following suggestion for dealing with the conflict between CASS certification and MERLIN is submitted by subteam leader Thomas.  It was not discussed during the call:

The need to ensure coordination between CASS certification and MERLIN testing might be adequately addressed by extending a USPS policy announced at the August 2004 MTAC Meeting.  A copy of that policy statement signed by Bob O’Brien, John Wargo and Nick Barranca, will follow these minutes.  However the crux of the policy is as follows:

“If a mailer runs in the Cycle ”I” CASS certified software in its certified configuration, on all of the address is being submitted; and takes the appropriate action1 dictated by the results of the CASS-certified processing; and correctly applies these actions to all mailpieces; then all “9999” codes should be considered valid for acceptance purposes.  In other words, unless some unforeseen error is detected in the acceptance validation, ZIP+4 codes that are deemed valid in the CASS-certified processing test will be deemed valid in the Merlin test.” 

1 As an example, no matches in the ZIP+4 processes should have the ZIP+4 add-on code suppressed from the mailing.

Is my understanding that this means that if and end-user runs CASS software in a certified configuration and takes all appropriate actions, then MERLIN will not “overrule” the CASS certification.  In our situation, what we would need is a policy along the following lines:

“If a mailer runs CASS-certified software in a certified configuration on all of the addresses in a mailing and takes appropriate action (and no inappropriate action) dictated by the results of the CASS-certified processing and correctly applies the appropriate action to all mailpieces, the addresses will be considered valid for CASS purposes at acceptance.  In other words, unless some unforeseen error is detected in the acceptance validation, the CASS-certified processing test will be deemed valid for Merlin test purposes.”

MTAC Executive Committee announcement regarding MERLIN "9999"
August 3, 2004


The MTAC Executive Committee, in conjunction with appropriate Postal Service management, recently agreed to several actions to address issues concerning MERLIN and the application of "9999" in the ZIP+4 code. Both industry and Postal Service representatives affirmed the critical importance of quality in mail preparation. Achieving the highest degree of address and barcode quality will reduce total costs, improve service, and positively impact future rates. The MTAC Executive Committee also affirmed and emphasized the importance and value of work share discounts both to the mailing industry and to the USPS.

Actions
1) The Postal Service is aligning the Coding Accuracy Support System (CASS) test with MERLIN acceptance for the recognition of "9999" in the POSTNET code. CASS Cycle I which is scheduled to be implemented on September 17, 2004 will have zero tolerance for invalid "9999"s.

2) The October ZIP+4 product release will include legitimate "9999" for General

    Delivery or Small Town Defaults only. Any exceptions to this will be documented      

    and made available to the industry.

3) The existing MERLIN "9999" appeals process will continue to be available for resolving disputes and will be handled in an expeditious manner.

Result
If a mailer runs Cycle "l" CASS certified software in its certified configuration on all of the addresses being submitted; and takes the appropriate action' dictated by the results of the CASS-certified processing; and correctly applies these actions to all mailpieces; then all "9999" codes should be considered valid for acceptance purposes. In other words, unless some unforeseen error is detected in acceptance validation, ZIP+4 codes that are deemed valid in the CASS-certified processing test will be deemed valid in the MERLIN test.

The actions described above will help resolve any ambiguities around the application of "9999" in the ZIP+4 code and provide assurance to the industry that CASS and MERLIN are aligned and should produce similar results. The policy outlined above to continue to adhere to a zero tolerance on the invalid use of "9999" will improve the quality of mail entering the system and, as such, will ensure cost, service, and long-term rate benefits to our customers.

______________

___________________

____________________

Robert J. O'Brien

John R. Wargo                     
Nicholas Barranca 

Industry Chair, MTAC
USPS Chair, MTAC


V. P. Product Development

___________________________________ 
lAs an example, no matches in ZIP+-4 process should have the Z[P+4 add-on code suppressed from the mailing.






