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The Vision Statement on Seamless Acceptance is being developed to provide a high-level and expansive framework for the mailing industry and the US Postal Service for the induction of mail utilizing information technologies in the 21st Century.  A team of industry leaders began the dialogue – most of which were not members of MTAC – in a day-long meeting held on July 13th and over a number of teleconferences.  The consensus was then to engage interested MTAC representatives in the dialogue as well – now taking place.  The goal of the Vision Statement is not only to provide a framework to guide future development but, in fact, through an iterative process involve the mailing industry and the US Postal Service to define, expand, and advance the Vision in the future.  In short, we see the Vision evolving as it seeks engagement, commitment, and implementation.
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GOAL:
To streamline the mail acceptance process.

Provide mailers with an efficient, cost-effective and seamless process for mail entry. Promote flexible electronic payment solutions. Optimize process in the mail value chain by creating electronic interfaces with customers. Allows customers to submit mailing documentation electronically, transfer funds electronically, trigger mail induction appointments automatically, and verify when mail has been inducted into the Postal Service.  This system will also allow the USPS to anticipate the arrival of mail and electronically verify the mail upon entry and through the mail processing cycle. 

BENEFITS

The benefits to streamline the mail acceptance process are:

1. Increase mailer flexibility and accuracy of documentation.

2. Decrease cycle time and reduce costs across the mail supply chain.

3. Provide near real-time visibility for both customers and mailers. 

4. Provide alternate, convenient, integrated electronic payment options. 

5. Introduce accountability for all participants across the mail supply chain.

6. Promote mail quality and efficiencies in mailing operations. 

This document is applicable to all sizes of mailers that enter mail through the business mail acceptance channel. The document will be refined as the strategies are matured. The industry and the USPS will work in collaboration to extend these strategies across mail classes and define the specific value propositions that electronic automated solutions offer. Measurement metrics will define success criteria for both the USPS and the industry. 
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STRATEGIES

With an eye towards a “lights out” acceptance vision, the following strategies are proposed to promote seamless acceptance:

1. Create alternate, integrated electronic payment solutions for mailing products and services.

2. Increase efficiencies and reduce costs through the mail supply chain by creating electronic interfaces with customers. 

3. Promote the use of unique barcodes on all mail components from containers to mail pieces to facilitate seamless acceptance and in-process verification. 

4. Promote high quality mail by adopting a simplified in-process verification approach that uses automated processes to analyze mail in-stream from induction to delivery. 
5. Leverage technology and an integrated customer support approach to provide constructive feedback to customers throughout the supply chain. Improve quality metrics and measurement across the supply chain. Transform the Business Mail Acceptance channel to champion proactive customer support approaches. 

STRATEGY

1. Create alternate, integrated electronic payment solutions for all products and services

The Postal Service has deployed the PostalOne! system, a new information architecture to facilitate convenient centralized payment capabilities and electronic postage reporting.  It has enabled customers to create centralized accounts and select from a suite of electronic payment options to fund postage transactions.  The PostalOne! centralized payment system will be expanded to a wider range of customers and to embody a wider variety of postal services, such as Post Office boxes and meters. A new convenient internet option will facilitate greater ease in funding postal accounts. Postage expenditures and account status information will be provided to customers online and electronically. In the longer term it is envisioned that customer registration and account activation will be offered via an online capability where customers open a centralized account and can mail at any location and fund their accounts electronically. A two-way electronic information exchange of financial data is envisioned between the USPS and customers 

2. Increase efficiencies and reduce costs through the mail supply chain by creating electronic interfaces with customers. 

An integrated mail management approach is being deployed to accept electronic documentation and payment, forward advance notification to pertinent USPS downstream processing and support functions, automatically schedule appointments to enter the mail, and utilize barcodes to automate processing and provide visibility through the supply chain. The PostalOne! system captures electronic postage and support documentation for discount mailings. The Facility Access and Shipment Tracking system (FAST) is an electronic appointment system that enables mailers to provide mailing information ahead of time, and enables the USPS to align resources in anticipation of upcoming mailing activities. The new Surface Visibility initiative engages scanning operations of key components throughout the USPS transportation and processing supply chain.  The Postal Service is integrating these key functions to provide seamless acceptance. Mailers will send electronic postage and documentation via the PostalOne! system, and requests for appointments via PostalOne! or directly to the FAST system. PostalOne! will forward mailing induction information to the pertinent induction facilities advising them of upcoming mailings. Scanning operations at the induction facilities will help corroborate the physical mail against the mail that was described in the documentation. 

The new PostalOne! information architecture is the cornerstone for electronic collaboration with customers. A structured electronic information approach employing three data exchange options accommodates the various levels of technical sophistication that commercial customers represent: This enables customers to provide electronic postage information and supporting documentation:

· The industry standard Mail.dat file-based electronic exchange process provides a platform to support large mailers with complex mail preparation schemes.  

· The Web Services platform is a form-based electronic alternative that supports a variety of mailing profiles through an XML electronic format. 

· The Postage Statement Wizard is an on-line option that any mailer with a desktop browser can use to complete and submit electronic documentation and postage statements. 

All three options will facilitate automated processing of postage for all classes of mail, and will relieve business mail acceptance personnel from the onerous task of manually entering postage statement and supporting documentation. This will also help customers reduce costs and promote accuracy and flexibility in mailing operations. The Postal Service is committed to migrating customers to the PostalOne! platform and advocating electronic business processes such as documentation and payment. Advance notification is encouraged for customers to provide advance information on their mailings so that the Postal Service can align and optimize its resources for processing and delivery.

3. Promote the use of unique barcodes on all mail components from containers to mail pieces to facilitate seamless acceptance and in-process verification. 

In a move towards streamlining acceptance and processing operations, the Postal Service will promote the adoption of barcodes on key assets and mailing components. The barcode strategy will enable unique identification of containers and pieces. Electronic documentation will house the nesting relationship between containers and pieces.  Current barcodes designed to promote unique identity of containers are the Mail Transport Equipment Label (MTEL) and the 24-digit Enhanced Distribution Label (EDL). The 4-state barcode is a new information-rich barcode designed to identify mail pieces. These barcodes, when affixed to mail components, will be actively or passively scanned during processing operations to provide an enriched platform for automating verification, processing and visibility. Passive scanning is the preferred method. 

4. Promote high quality mail by adopting a simplified in-process verification approach that uses automated processes to analyze mail in-stream from induction to delivery. 

· Compare the physical mail against electronic documentation and promote an automated reconciliation process where possible. 

· Employ a risk-based verification approach that analyzes past performance of mailers to drive targeted verification activities.

An in-process verification approach is envisioned which analyzes mail as it arrives and flows through the mailstream. Seamless verification entails analyzing mail at induction and as it flows through postal automated processing equipment, comparing data retrieved about the physical mail from automated systems against the electronic documentation and postage charges, which enables an automated reconciliation process. 

One example of an in-process verification program is the Electronic Verification System that is being developed to streamline verification of destination entry package mailings. Samples of mail are collected at delivery units and other postal facilities, and are compared against the electronic manifest submitted by the mailer that describes the mailing attributes and postage commitments. An automated reconciliation process is designed to capture revenue discrepancies that arise from the sampled mail when compared to the electronic profile.  

A similar concept is being tested for Standard Mail and Periodicals drop-ship customers, who transport mail downstream to destinating postal facilities. A streamlined electronic drop-ship process enables mailers to submit electronic documentation to PostalOne! that describes the mailing and lists the barcodes used in the mailing. All containers participating in this program will have a unique barcode. PostalOne! forwards appointment requests from customers to the FAST appointment system, and transmits appointment guarantees back to customers via an electronic web messaging schema. The detailed shipment profile (e8125) is electronically forwarded to Surface Visibility handheld devices at the respective induction facilities listing each container and associated barcode that is expected to arrive at the facility. Container scans validate shipment content, identify discrepancies and facilitate an automated reconciliation process. In the initial phase of electronic 8125s, an automated reconciliation process for location discount anomalies will be developed. For example, if a mailer claimed a destination delivery unit (DDU) discount via the electronic documentation, but dropped the mail further upstream, at a destination sectional center (DSF), an automated reconciliation engine can calculate the differential should the mailer decide to induct at the DSCF instead of the DDU. This provides the mailer with greater flexibility in mailing. In a subsequent phase, mailers will receive near real-time notification of containers that arrive at induction facilities for which no mailing information is registered in PostalOne!. This will enable mailers to either pay for or request return of containers immediately. 

The Postal Service is committed to expanding such automated verification programs by leveraging electronic documentation and the visibility resultant from scanning operations through the mailstream. As postal automation equipment is continually enhanced to scan containers, bundles and pieces, an automated verification engine will use scan data to compare physical mail against electronic documentation.  The Confirm program has laid the infrastructure for piece level identity and data capture. With each of these components (containers, bundles and pieces) having a unique identity, the automated verification engine can derive intelligence to validate that correct postage has been assessed and collected. A best practice approach will be adopted such that sufficient lead times are built in to enable both the industry and the Postal Service to address issues and challenges that arise from this new model of verification. 

A similar model is envisioned for First-Class mail where each tray would be identified by a unique 24-digit Enhanced Distribution Label (EDL). As trays are scanned, for example through the PostalOne! Transportation Management system, intelligence is derived on quantity and destination. Piece level scan information is derived from the infrastructure established for the Confirm program. Container and piece level intelligence is key to an automated verification model. 

Automating the verification and sample selection process is a necessary step toward a “lights-out” acceptance capability.  MERLIN was the first mechanized verification system deployed for First-Class Mail, Standard Mail, and Periodicals mailings. Risk-Based Verification is an initiative to establish individualized mailer risk profiles in order to determine the appropriate level of verification to apply to mailings submitted for acceptance.  Risk Based Verification provides a dynamic modeling capability that uses input from several sources (see image below) such as MERLIN and PostalOne! to determine the frequency and sample size of verifications to perform based on the mailer’s historical verification results, mailing size, and the potential cost impact of not verifying the mailing. This technological solution optimizes the limited verification resources by reducing the time spent performing verifications on quality mailers and redirecting those resources toward mailers demonstrating a need for quality improvements to their business mailings. This ability to target verification capabilities will realize lower operational costs and will help the Postal Service focus resources on mailers that have an opportunity for quality improvements.
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5. Leverage technology and an integrated customer support approach to provide constructive feedback to customers throughout the supply chain. Deploy quality metrics throughout the supply chain. Transform the Business Mail Acceptance channel to champion proactive customer support approaches. 

An integrated visibility approach will provide both the Postal Service and its customers with timely and accurate information on mailing status. As technology solutions promote greater visibility, near-real time status information, and a more in-depth understanding of customers, the Postal Service looks to harness this information to provide greater transparency, targeted product and service solutions and enhanced customer support. An integrated visibility approach will ensure data from information systems throughout the USPS supply chain will be linked and presented in a consolidated view to both Postal Service support functions and external customers.  Following is an example of the types of quality information that is envisioned to be presented to the customers: 
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The integrated customer feedback loop will utilize both an online and near real-time messaging to provide mail owners and mail supply chain vendors intelligence on their mailings. Mail owners can designate appropriate data access to the relevant mail supply chain vendors. Mail supply chain vendors will have access to information for mailings for which they are responsible. Visibility will pay heed to privacy to the extent that data contains personal customer data and sensitive competitive information about mail owner and mail supply chain vendor relationships. 

An electronic feedback loop will provide timely, comprehensive proactive information to customers. Enhanced customer support initiatives will incorporate the Business Service Network, Business Mail Acceptance and postmasters to drive coordinated messaging, customer service and customer support strategies. 

DRIVERS FOR SUCCESS

To move forward to streamline the mail acceptance process, the mailing industry – industry and the USPS – must work cooperatively to enhance and refine the Vision by:

1. Embrace change and take risks

2. Technology exposes quality gaps and need for process improvement

3. Setting realistic standards is critical

4. Technology supports and controls the rate of change

5. Business processes need to be revisited and revised to support the vision

6. Changing roles and responsibilities need to be addressed

7. Supply Chain investment – USPS is investing and the industry must too

For more information about the Vision Statement contact the MTAC WG #93 Co-chairs:

David Steinhardt, IDEAlliance – 703.837.1066 or dsteinhardt@idealliance.org

Pritha Mehra, USPS – 202.268.8049 or pritha.n.mehra@usps.gov[image: image4.jpg]
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