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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Commission initiated the instant docket “to explore potential enhancements 

to the Postal Service’s data systems and to facilitate the development of consistent 

reporting requirements,” to better track cost and service performance issues concerning 

flat-shaped mailpieces (flats).1 The Commission issued Notice of Inquiry No. 1,2 inviting 

interested persons, including the undersigned Public Representative “to identify specific 

data systems, reports, metrics, or other detailed recommendations that address cost 

and service performance issues related to flats.” 

II. COMMENTS 

The Flats Sequencing System (FSS) was supposed to reduce the cost of flat-

shaped mail by automating the sorting of flats. However, since the Postal Service 

deployed FSS, it lost nearly half its volume of flat-shaped mail. Consequently, the Postal 

Service is not able to run the machines as efficiently as it originally intended. There is a 

general consensus that despite its hefty price tag, FSS has not lived up to expectations. 

Unfortunately, volume trends do not indicate better outcomes for the future. 

Nonetheless, the cost of FSS cannot be recovered. 

                                            
1 Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking to Develop Data Enhancements and Reporting Requirements 
for Flats Issues, October 4, 2017 (Order No. 4142). 
2 Docket No. RM2018-1, Notice of Inquiry No. 1, August 17, 2018. (NOI 1) 
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In a perfect world, the Postal Service would reimagine its flats operations, and make the 

capital investments required to implement a more efficient process. But, instead, the 

Postal Service is forced to make decisions that rationalize its investment in FSS 

because it doesn’t have the financial flexibility to abandon FSS.  

 

The Public Representative doubts that any major improvement in the cost of flat-shaped 

mail can be achieved without a significant overhaul of the entire process. Although the 

Public Representative understands mailer’s concerns regarding the prices of flat-

shaped mail, neither Periodicals nor Standard Mail Flats can become compensatory 

without significant increases in prices. Given the financial constraints the Postal Service 

faces, cutting costs alone will not make a material difference in the need to raise prices. 

 

Although a major overhaul is not possible, the Postal Service can make improvements 

that could cut cost, albeit probably not substantially. The Commission is well aware of 

the financial constraints the Postal Service contends with in its attempts to improve the 

network. However, because noncompensatory products are a compliance issue, the 

Commission has done its due diligence in trying to determine whether the Postal 

Service is putting forth adequate effort to improve the situation, and whether those 

efforts had the intended effect of bringing down the costs of flat-shaped mail. The 

Commission has merely asked the Postal Service do whatever is in its purview to 

address costs, and to demonstrate the effectiveness of those efforts. 

 

In the FY 2015 ACD, the Commission raised “its concerns with the Postal Service’s 

inability to qualify the cost savings of its initiatives to reduce costs for flats”.  FY 2015 

ACD at 64.  In the FY 2016 ACR, the Postal Service reported on its progress in 

developing “key metrics to monitor and gauge the operational impact of changes, 

specifically related to flat mail processing.”  FY 2016 ACR at 27. In Docket No. 

ACR2017, the Postal Service described operational steps taken during FY 2017. These 

include Bundle Operation, Service Performance Diagnostics Tool, Lean Mail 

Processing, and Reduce Bundle Breakage. FY 2017 ACR at 25-31. The Postal Service 
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also provided the FSS Scorecard. The instant docket focuses on what data the 

Commission should require that the Postal Service report for the purpose of identifying 

inefficiencies in the handling of flat-shaped mail.  

 

In its NOI 1, the Commission stated that tracking flats-related issues over time “will 

assist the Commission and the Postal Service with developing solutions to reduce cost 

and improve service performance of flats.” While the Public Representative agrees that 

the Commission should provide transparency with regards to flats cost and service, 

including requiring reports that help both the Commission and mailers better understand 

issues affecting flats processing and delivery costs, the Public Representative believes 

that developing solutions to reduce costs is solely the responsibility of the Postal 

Service. 

 

The Public Representative believes that data fall into two broad categories: data that 

provides transparency and data that can be used as a diagnostic tool. Because of their 

vastly different uses, they should be considered separately. 

 

For example, most aggregate data provides transparency. Aggregate data can show the 

symptom of a problem, but cannot be used to develop a cure. The FSS Scorecard, for 

example, provides throughput per hour. That is a reasonable metric to identify problems 

regarding the efficient use of FSS. But, solutions for those problems most likely will not 

come from system-wide changes. Decisions about redirecting flats to increase machine 

throughput has to be made on the local level because there are relevant, location-

specific factors that must be taken into account.  

 

Transparency is a primary goal of the Commission. The Public Representative 

encourages the Commission to require that the Postal Service provide all data needed 

to assess the financial health of the Postal Service, and/or necessary to provide context 

for Commission decisions.  
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Whether the Postal Service should provide more micro level data, which allow the 

diagnosing of problems at the facility level is less straightforward. There are costs 

incurred in producing reports, retaining data, etc. Even with the Commission’s extensive 

understanding of postal operations, the Postal Service is in the best position to address 

operational problems. However, mailers often communicate with the local facilities that 

serve them. If certain data would be helpful to mailers in collaborating with the Postal 

Service to make operations more efficient, than it serves all interests involved if that 

data are made available. 

 

The Postal Service did not indicate to what extent providing certain data would be 

burdensome. Nor what the cost of providing additional data might be. The Postal 

Service should not object to providing data that is neither costly nor burdensome. As 

this issue primarily affects market-dominant products, the information should not be 

considered confidential. 

 

For data that would be costly and burdensome to provide, the Commission should 

consider opportunity cost. Would putting a greater emphasis on collecting and reporting 

flats related data, divest resources away from activities that benefit the system as a 

whole? For example, is it better to increase the number of IOCS tallies or to do 

additional data collection involving only flats? 

 

In summary, the Public Representative does not oppose requiring the Postal 

Service to provide data that the Commission deems necessary for transparency 

purposes. With regard to diagnostic data, the Commission should defer to the mailers 

regarding what they consider useful for solving problems locally in conjunction with the 

Postal Service. Lastly, the Commission should consider the costs involved in providing 

additional data on a continuing basis, and whether that money could be better spent 

elsewhere. 
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III. CONCLUSION 

The Public Representative respectfully submits the foregoing comments for the 
Commission’s consideration. 
 
                 

  Katalin K. Clendenin 
        Public Representative  
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