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The Office of the Consumer Advocate (“OCA”) hereby files comments upon the Stipulation and Agreement (“Settlement”) filed June 21, 2002 by the Postal Service in this proceeding.  These comments are filed pursuant to the procedural schedule established by the Presiding Officer in Ruling No. MC20002-1/4
 providing for filings in support of the settlement to be filed by July 9, 2002.  Reply comments may be filed by July 12, 2002.


The OCA is a signatory to the Settlement and supports the provisions thereof and recommends that the Commission approve the Settlement.  

OCA Views Regarding Certain Settlement Provisions

Throughout this proceeding the OCA has been concerned that the Confirm® service is not priced to be a realistic option for First-Class retail customers.  During settlement negotiations, the OCA has sought to encourage the Postal Service to explore the offering of a retail Confirm® type of service.  Consequently, as a part of the settlement, the Postal Service has agreed “that the exploration of a consumer oriented product that relies upon the PLANET Code technology used by Confirm® warrants further consideration” and that it will “continue qualitative exploration of a consumer oriented product.” (Settlement, para. 4.)  

Significantly, pursuant to settlement discussions between OCA and the Postal Service, the Settlement is conditioned upon the Postal Service providing a status report to all participants between six and twelve months after the Confirm® service implementation regarding the steps taken to define such a consumer oriented product.  The Postal Service will also provide a summary of whether such a product appears likely to be pursued and why.  That document may be placed in the public domain.  The OCA believes this condition to be a critical and important condition underlying its support of the Settlement.

Previously, the OCA filed in this docket comments on the Commission’s Notice of Inquiry No. 1 (Notice) concerning DMCS changes to implement Confirm® service.
  In the Notice, the Commission proposed language as an alternative to that suggested by the Postal Service in its filing.  The OCA generally agreed with the suggestions that the Postal Service filed in its response to the Notice and which are included in the Settlement.  The OCA also pointed out in its comments on the Notice a concern it had over the Postal Service’s rejection of the Commission’s proposed DMCS language in section 991.11 that the “Scan data…shall remain available to subscribers for a minimum of 15 days.”  OCA was troubled about the potential for adverse impact on certain of the Postal Service customers if that language was omitted from the DMCS, but upon being reassured by the representative of some of those customers, the OCA agreed to the Postal Service’s alternative language. 


OCA Recommendation to Generate Regular Systemwide Confirm® Reports


It is OCA’s position that, apart from the Settlement, the Postal Service is neglecting an important opportunity to utilize data from Confirm® to identify performance trends in the provision of service for First-Class letters, First-Class flats, Standard Mail letters, Standard Mail flats, and Periodicals.  In response to an OCA interrogatory,
 witness Bakshi stated that:

Reports have been developed for Confirm in association with mailer requests.  The reports’ primary focus is upon what happens with a given mailer’s mail.  Moreover, since scan data are not retained longer than fifteen days, there is no way of providing retrospective data by quarters.  Nor are they available across class shape.

Witness Bakshi also stated that “the primary purpose driving reports is to troubleshoot problems, for example by researching a customer’s complaints.”


While OCA recognizes that the purpose of the Confirm® service is to give individual customers tracking information on their particular mailpieces, the Postal Service is remiss in failing to aggregate all Confirm® data for given time periods to see whether local, regional, or nationwide trends and/or bottlenecks in the transportation and processing of Confirm® pieces can be discerned.  It is quite possible that discernible trends/bottlenecks for Confirm® customers’ mailpieces are indicative of systemic problems that affect not only Confirm® participants, but all First-Class,  Standard, and Periodicals mailers.


Witness Bakshi explained that Confirm® data currently are retained for 15-day periods.  It is impossible to understand why, at a minimum, the Postal Service chooses not to aggregate the individual performance times for each Confirm® piece on a daily, weekly, or bi-weekly basis.  Such short-period aggregations could then be further aggregated into monthly, quarterly, and annual reports to develop an understanding of how First Class,  Standard Mail, and Periodicals mail flows through the postal system.


At the recent summit meeting on “The Future of Universal Postal Service in the United States” held at the Brookings Institution, June 18, 2002, Postmaster General Potter stated in his keynote address that performance is the Postal Service’s highest concern.  Shelley Dreifuss, the OCA Director, asked General Potter whether the Postal Service has any plans to aggregate Confirm® customer information so as to be able to identify systemwide trends, thereby creating a new performance measurement tool for First Class, Standard Mail, and Periodicals.  General Potter answered that the Postal Service has no plans to do so because it views such data as not valid statistically.

OCA will readily agree that aggregated Confirm® data are not the equivalent of EXFC and ODIS scientifically designed data-generating systems; but the Postal Service is making the “perfect” the “enemy of the good” in its policy on use of the Confirm® data.  Certainly the Postal Service should not stop collecting and reporting EXFC and ODIS data; but the existence of such systems should not be used as a justification for ignoring Confirm® data.  Systemwide Confirm® reports would be a supplement to other data measurement systems, and they could be generated at a nearly negligible cost.


With only a slight revision or addition to its current system for collecting Confirm® data, the Postal Service could aggregate all Confirm customers’ tracking data.  On an aggregated level, individual Confirm® customers could not be identified, thereby foreclosing any potential concerns that customer confidentiality could be compromised.
  The Postal Service appears to be blinding itself deliberately to the important service and performance information latent in the Confirm® data.  OCA respectfully requests that the Commission urge the Postal Service to begin aggregating the data immediately upon approval of the Postal Service’s request.

Wherefore, the OCA supports the proposed Settlement and requests the Commission to recommend to the Postal Service that it aggregate the Confirm data for use as an additional management tool to measure Postal Service performance.
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� 	“Presiding Officer’s Ruling Granting Motion to Suspend and Establishing a Revised Procedural Schedule,” June 24, 2002.


� 	“Office of the Consumer Advocate Comments on Notice of Inquiry No. 1 Concerning Proposed DMCS Changes,” June 7, 2002.


� 	Response to OCA/USPS-T1-21.





� 	Response to OCA/USPS-T1-23.


� 	An example of the type of information the Postal Service could easily produce is attached to these comments.  As may be seen from the attached MailTrak newsletter, individual Confirm® customer information can be aggregated to show (for MailTrak customers) performance achievements by state and by city.  The aggregation of all Confirm® data would provide a much richer source of such local, regional, and national information because of its much larger database.





