POSTAL REORGANIZATION

To automate tomorrow’s mail

Post Office critics agree on the need for automation, but
not on a Government-owned corporation for bringing it in

by John Van Deventer

The United States Post Office takes
longer to get the mail delivered than
the postal service of just about any
other advanced country, and loses over
$1 billion a year doing it.

The basic problem of the Post Office,
according to a bulky report issued by
the President’s Commission on Postal
Reorganization, is that it has failed to
modernize its plant and equipment over
the years. The report blames Congress
and recommends taking the Post Office
out of Congressional control and turn-
ing it into a Government-owned corpo-
ration.

The proposed corporation would be
authorized to issue bonds to finance
capital equipment—instead of going
through the Congressional appropria-
tions process. Presumably this would
bring mechanization to the Post Office
more rapidly. The report predicts that
instead of mounting deficits (currently
$1.7 billion a year), the Post Office
would break even within several years
after the formation of such a corpora-
tion, primarily through rapid mechani-
zation and automation, which would re-
duce operating costs, and also by in-
creasing revenue through higher rates
for second-class mail.

A committee headed by Postmaster
General W. Marvin Watson is current-
ly studying the report, but Administra-
tion recommendations may be a long
time coming, and longer awaiting Con-
gressional approval.

Representative Tom Steed (D-Okla.),
chairman of the House Post Office
subcommittee predicts that Congress
will study the report for some time
before turning the Post Office into a
corporation free of Congressional con-
trol, and Steed’s senior staff member,
Tex Gonnels, expresses skepticism over
whether the reorganization will in fact
create a modern postal system.

“I's questionable,’’ he says, “wheth-
er a corporation could in fact bring
mechanization to the Post Office any
faster than the present setup. After all,
the r&D budget at the Post Office has
been almost doubling every year for
the past few years. That’s about as fast
as you can bring mechanization to
the Post Office.”

And in a move that sidesteps the re-
port’s major recommendation, Senator

Mike Monroney (D-Okla.) has intro-
duced legislation that would allow the
Post Office Department to issue bonds
on the market to raise money for capi-
tal equipment improvements, but from
its present position as a cabinet-level
department of Government.

Objections to the Monroney ap-
proach have come from Frederick R.
Kappel, head of the commission that
made the report and former chairman
of the board of at&T. “This approach
is wrong,” he says. “It misses the whole
point of the report.”

Kappel wants to run the Post Office
as a business, and has support from
inside the Post Office, if not from Con-

gressmen.

he and Kappel want to accelerate.

The long-range objective: next day
delivery of preferential mail posted any-
where in the United States. But to
achieve it, Packer points out, the Post
Office now spends only .01 percent of
earnings on research and development,
against an average of 3.0 percent in
industry.

The mechanization (a term the Post
Office prefers to automation) going on
revolves around two basic facts of mail
life.

e Eighty percent of all mail is letter
mail.

® Less than a penny of the six cents
for a letter stamp goes for transporta-
ting the letter outside the Post Office,

UPI/Post Office

The postal clerk is being replaced by the scanning-sorting machine.

“The only way to run the Post Office
like a business is to remove it as much
as possible from Congressional con-
trol,” says Assistant Postmaster Gen-
eral Dr. Leo S. Packer, who spent all
of his working life in industry before
joining the Post Office two years ago
to head the bureau of research and
engineering.

The outcome of the controversy will
affect the rate of automation, not its
existence. Packer’s group, within the
confines of a severely limited research
and development budget ($18 mil-
lion last year) already is embarked on
a major mechanization program, which

while the rest is eaten up by processing
of the letter within the Post Office.
Letter mail processing, then, is re-
ceiving the most mechanization effort.
It consists of culling (separating of let-
ters from other mail), facing (turning
addresses right side up), cancelling (the

stamp), sorting (dividing mail into
destination piles), sacking and dis-
patching.

At present, the department culls the
mail manually. Under test is a mech-
anized system that takes all incoming
mail, segregates it by physical charac-
teristics, and feeds letter mail into the
facing machines. Culled letter mail is
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IS THERE A CHEMIST IN THE HOUSE???

Only $4.00 Plus $1.00 p.p.
Will bring 49 “PLUS” indi-
vidual, assorted, items of
standard quality laboratory
apparatus: glassware, porce-
lain, rubber, plastic, etc.,
etc. Value? 2 to 3 times our

offer. None dangerous. No
junk. One surprise item.
Stock limited. Products Bulletin 50c.
Scientific & Lab. Projects
HARRY ROSS 41t Reade st. K.Y 7, N..

$A 98 POST PAID WITH
4 o SIX QUAIL EGGS
($3.25 Without ngs.)
You get the new clear plastic
dome CHICK-BATOR with 6
Bobwhite Quail Eggs (available
year-round) and Egg Hatchers
Guide Book, Complete — nothe
P> ing else to buy. Send check or
s’ Money Order today .
€.Q.F. MFG, €0., DEPY. CL, BOX 152, SAVANNAH, GA.

Doctors Trim 2 Inches
Off Flabby Waists!

German doctors at the famous Max-Planck Institute
have discovered an Instant-workout method that can
reduce waistlines in 30 days. Called ‘‘Isometric Con-
tractions,” one 60-second daily workout can reduce
waistline fast. 10 simple exercises can put the whole
family in shape fast. No sweat, strain or tiring repe-
titions. Acclaimed Internationally by physiologists,
coaches, athletes. Results guaranteed. Free, Illustrated
information.  Write AWARD-WINNING ISOMETRICS,
37 Centuck Station, Yonkers, N. Y. 10710.

Just Published

How 88,648
Heavy Smokers
Stopped Smoking

NEW YORK — The Anti-Tobacco Center of
America has just published a booklet which
explains how 88,648 heavy smokers (of whom
many are physicians) have stopped smoking
without straining their will power. This book-
let is available free of charge to smokers. All
you need to do, to obtain it, is to send your
name and address to The Anti-Tobacco Cen-
ter of America, Dept. A-84-A, 276 Park Avenue
South, New York City, 10010. This offer is
open while the supply of these booklets lasts.
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500,000 VOLTS
ELECTRO-STATIC
GENERATOR

KIT

Easily assembled kit of parts for making a 36" high
500,000 volt electrostatic generator. All parts in-
cluded except w base and motor. (Any % HP
motor will suffice.)

200,000 voLTS. Kit $26.50 postpaid. Fully
assembled $39.50 postpaid. 17" high. Diam. 7.
1(iun'ent 1.5 to 2.5 microamps. 90% rel. humid-
y range.

Experiments in Electrostatics—a book with
experiments you can do . . . send 50¢. Low

priced physics equipment for schools and
science projects. Free catalogs—send 15¢ for
postage.

MORRIS and LEE

Dept. SN9A6G8
1685 Elmwood Avenue, Buffalo, N.Y. 14207

. . . automation

presently fed via conveyor belt into
facing and canceling machines. Under
development is a fluidic transport belt
to replace the conveyor belt. The fluidic
belt is a stream of high-speed air, on
which the mail rides from the culling
station into the facing and canceling
machines af a much faster flow rate
than is possible with conveyor belts.

Also under development is a can-
celing machine that sprays a jet of ink
at a stamp to cancel it, and thus avoids
physical contact with the letter. This
will prevent another problem: break-
age among canceling dies when letters
containing a solid object are canceled.
Concurrent with this is the develop-
ment of detection and extraction de-
vices for removing mail containing
solid objects (metal, plastic, glass,
wood, bottle caps, coins, pens, etc.) be-
fore the mail enters the canceling ma-
chine.

Some 60 percent of all letter mail
is business mail that has already been
culled, faced and canceled, and is ready
to be fed directly into sorting machines.
For this reason, and also because sort-
ing is the greatest expense in processing
letter mail, the sorting process is re-
ceiving more attention at the Post
Office than all of the other letter mail
processing areas.

At the present time, sorting is done
by highly trained personnel who must
look at the address on each letter and
then sort the mail with the aid of var-
ious types of sorting machines. The
most automatic of the sorting machines
in large Post Offices is the manual key
sort with which 12 operators sort 36,-
000 letters per hour into a maximum
possible 279 different sorts or bins.
Each letter is automatically fed to a
position in front of the operator; the
operator reads the address and then
presses the appropriate numbered key
causing the letter to be automatically
placed in its appropriate destination
bin. Since the operator must be trained
to know the sorting scheme—that is,
which addresses go in which numbered
bin—the sorting operator is the most
highly skilled laborer in the Post Office.

Under development is a computer
system that would enable the sorting
operator to key certain digits that ap-
pear in the zip code of the address; the
computer then translates the zip code
numbers into the correct number of
the appropriate bin, so that the opera-
tor does not have to learn the number-
ing scheme.

But it is the automatic reading of
addresses by optical reading machines
that is the real hope of Post Office
mechanization. These electronically
scan typed or printed addresses—rather
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than having the address read by an
operator. Four optical character read-
ers, made by Philco-Ford Corp., are
being field tested now in large Post
Offices. These machines can read an
address in 83 milliseconds. One reading
machine reads some 90,000 letters per
hour and feeds them into the letter
sorting machine.

At their present state of develop-
ment, optical scanners can read only
about 40 to 50 percent of the mail that
is run through them. The main problem
is lack of contrast between the color
of the ink in the address and the color
of the envelope. The cathode ray tube
now used in readers is color blind be-
cause it emits in near ultraviolet just
outside the visible spectrum. This
causes trouble when trying to read, for
example, red type on a gray envelope.
A possible solution is the use of the
laser as part of an optical reader’s
scanning system. With the laser any
color type can be read on any color
letter since-the laser emits in several
parts of the visible spectrum.

The Post Office estimates that with
the proper regulation of what goes on
the letter envelope and where it is
placed, 90 percent of all letter mail
could be read by optical scanners. The
only postal restriction on letter mail
now is one that requires that the en-
velope be over a minimum size of three
by four and a half inches.

For sacking and dispatching the de-
partment now uses movable tables,
sack racks, hampers, trucks, skids and
other material-handling devices and
various types of conveyors. Under de-
velopment are improved methods that
eliminate roller tables, hand and power
trucks, and other materials handling
devices from workroom floors.

Looking ahead to the automation
that will exist in the Post Office 10
years from now, Dr. Edward Reilley,
director of research and development
for the department, predicts that pro-
cessing will be almost fully automatic.
“Optical readers will be able to read
95 percent of all letter mail,” he says.
“While the development of an optical
reader that can read handwritten letter
mail is not in sight, in 10 years 95
percent of all letter mail will be typed
or printed since most personal letters
will be done then on typewriters.”

The Post Office is also looking into
a self-service parcel post office to be
put in shopping centers. Self-service
letter mail offices have already been
developed. Reilley predicts that both
of these will be in widespread use in
10 years. But the overall picture de-
pends on what kind of an organization
is pushing it. <



