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Introduction:
Understanding the
3600 FCM in USPS
Operations

The United States Postal Service
(USPS) is a sprawling network that
processes and delivers billions of mail
pieces annually. Central to this
immense operation is a range of
automated machinery designed to
sort, route, and track letters, flats,
and packages. Among these critical
systems is the 3600 FCM—a high-
speed flat sorting machine that plays
a vital role in handling First-Class Mail
(FCM) and other flat-shaped items.
While the term “3600 FCM About
USPS” might sound technical, it
reflects a key component of postal
infrastructure that directly impacts
delivery speed, cost-effectiveness,
and accuracy.

This article provides a comprehensive
look at the 3600 FCM, its purpose,
technical specifications, operational
benefits, and its place within USPS'’s
broader automation strategy.
Whether you are a postal
professional, a logistics enthusiast, or
simply curious about how your mail
moves, understanding the 3600 FCM
sheds light on the behind-the-scenes
processes that make modern mail
service possible.

What Is the 3600 FCM?

The 3600 FCM is a mechanical sorting
system designed primarily for
flats—large  envelopes, catalogs,
magazines, and similar mail pieces
that do not fit through standard letter
sorters. “FCM” here stands for Flats
Carrying Machine or Flat
Conveyor Machine, depending on
the operational context. The “3600”
indicates its throughput capacity:
capable of processing up to 3,600
flats per hour. This machine is an
evolution of earlier flat sorters,
incorporating advanced optical
character recognition (OCR), barcode
scanning, and conveyor systems to
direct each item to the correct output
bin.

The 3600 FCM is often deployed at
USPS Processing and Distribution
Centers (P&DCs) and Network
Distribution Centers (NDCs). It
handles a significant portion of the
flats that enter the mainstream,
including advertising mail, periodicals,
and presorted promotional materials.
By automating the sorting process,
USPS reduces manual labor,
minimizes errors, and accelerates the
time it takes for flats to reach local
carrier offices.

The Role of the 3600 FCM in
USPS Automation

USPS has invested heavily in
automation since the 1960s, and the
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3600 FCM is a testament to that
legacy. The machine is part of the
Flats Sequencing System (FSS)
family, though the 3600 FCM often
works in tandem with other
equipment to achieve full carrier
route sequencing. Its primary function
is to sort incoming flats by
destination—first to a 5-digit ZIP code
level, then further down to delivery
sequence if integrated with
downstream systems.

For USPS, the 3600 FCM supports
three major goals:

 Efficiency: Automating sorting
reduces the need for hand-
sorting, which is slower and
more error-prone.

¢ Cost Reduction: A single 3600
FCM can replace dozens of
manual sorters, lowering labor
costs per piece.

e Accuracy: OCR and barcode
reading achieve near-perfect
sorting rates, reducing
misdeliveries and costly rework.

The 3600 FCM also integrates with
USPS’s Intelligent Mail barcode (IMb)
system, allowing tracking and tracing
of flats throughout the network. This
modern capability aligns with
customer expectations for visibility
and delivery notifications.

Technical Specifications and
Operation of the 3600 FCM

To appreciate the 3600 FCM, it helps
to understand its physical layout and
workflow. The machine consists of
several modules: an induction feeder,
a transport belt, a scanning/camera
module, a diversion control unit, and
a set of output bins (usually 50-100).

Here is a step-by-step breakdown of
how a flat moves through the 3600
FCM:

1. Induction: Workers or
upstream conveyors place flats
onto the feeder. The machine
automatically singulates each
piece to ensure proper spacing.

2. Transport: Flats travel on a
high-speed belt conveyor past
optical cameras and laser
scanners that read the address
and barcode. The 3600 FCM's
imaging system can decipher
handwritten and printed text
using advanced OCR, even on
glossy covers or windowed
envelopes.

3. Sortation Decision: The
control computer matches the
read data against a destination
database and assigns a bin
number. For flats without
readable addresses, the
machine diverts them to a
reject bin for manual
intervention.

4. Diversion: At the appropriate
bin location, the machine
triggers a mechanical arm or air
jet to push the flat into the bin.
The entire decision-to-diversion
takes milliseconds.

5. Batching: Once bins reach
capacity, workers remove the
sorted flats for further
processing or dispatch to
carriers.

The 3600 FCM operates at speeds of
up to 3,600 pieces per hour, but real-
world throughput varies based on
mail mix, condition, and barcode
quality. Maintenance is critical—USPS
technicians perform daily checks on
belts, rollers, scanners, and software
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to keep the machine running at peak
performance.

Benefits of the 3600 FCM for
USPS and Its Customers

The adoption of the 3600 FCM has
delivered tangible benefits across the
USPS supply chain. For the
organization, the machine reduces
processing time for flats by as much
as 50% compared to manual
methods. This speed gain means that
a flat mailed in New York can be
sorted and dispatched to a California
distribution center within 24
hours—an improvement that directly
supports USPS’s service standards for
First-Class Mail.

For customers—whether individuals or
businesses—the 3600 FCM ensures
that flat mail like credit card offers,
catalogs, and medical bills arrive on
time and in good condition. The
gentle handling design minimizes
damage to paper edges and corners,
which is especially important for high-
quality printed materials. Additionally,
the integration with tracking barcodes
allows mailers to verify delivery dates
and improve campaign targeting
through USPS’s address correction
services.

Furthermore, the 3600 FCM
contributes to environmental
sustainability. Automated sorting
reduces the number of trucks and
flights needed to redirect mis-sorted
mail, lowering fuel consumption and
carbon emissions. USPS has reported
that each percentage point increase
in automation shaves millions of
dollars in operational costs—savings
that help keep postage rates
competitive.

Challenges and Maintenance
Considerations

No sorting machine is without
limitations, and the 3600 FCM faces
several operational challenges. Older
flats with poor contrast, unusual sizes,
or damaged barcodes can jam the
machine or cause misreads. USPS
relies on mail preparation standards
(e.g., Mailer's Technical Advisory
Committee guidelines) to ensure flats
have adequate margins, consistent
thickness, and clear addressing.
When mailers do not comply, the
3600 FCM's efficiency drops, and
more pieces end up in manual
intervention.

Maintenance is another key factor.
The 3600 FCM has thousands of
moving parts, and alignment must be
precise. USPS trains specialized
technicians to calibrate the scanners
and replace worn components.
Preventive maintenance schedules
are rigorous, often conducted during
off-peak hours to avoid disrupting
service. Despite these efforts,
breakdowns occasionally happen,
requiring backup manual sorting or
diverting mail to nearby centers.

Another challenge is the ongoing
transition from flats to smaller, single-
piece mail and packages due to e-
commerce growth. While the 3600
FCM handles catalogs and standard
flats, the USPS has also invested in
parcel sorters (like the Automated
Package Processing Systems) to
manage the surge in boxed items.
This means the 3600 FCM’s role is
becoming more specialized, focusing
on high-volume, flat-shaped
marketing mail and periodicals.
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Future of the 3600 FCM in
USPS Infrastructure

Looking ahead, the 3600 FCM is
expected to remain a workhorse
within USPS for at least another
decade. However, the agency is
evaluating upgrades such as higher-
speed cameras, machine learning
algorithms for better address reading,
and seamless integration with the
next-generation Delivery Point
Sequencing (DPS) systems. Some
centers have already retrofitted 3600
FCMs with improved software that can
read intelligent mail barcodes on both
sides of a flat, reducing the need for
manual reorientation.

USPS’s Delivering for America plan,
announced in 2021, includes
significant  investment in  new
sortation equipment and facility
modernization. While the plan
emphasizes package processing, it
also acknowledges the continuing
importance of flats—especially for
political mail, census materials, and
large-volume advertising. The 3600
FCM is a cost-effective solution for
these streams because it offers high
throughput without the complexity of
a full sequencing system.

Moreover, USPS is exploring how to
make the 3600 FCM more flexible.
Future versions may feature dynamic
bin assignment that adjusts in real-
time based on mail volume patterns,
reducing the need for manual bin
clearing. Predictive maintenance
using loT sensors could alert
technicians to potential failures
before they cause downtime—a huge
leap forward from the current reactive
model.

Comparing the 3600 FCM
with Other USPS Sorting
Equipment

To put the 3600 FCM in perspective, it
is helpful to compare it with other
sorters in the USPS fleet.

* Letter Sorting Machines
(LSMs): Process standard #10
envelopes at up to 36,000
pieces per hour. The 3600 FCM
is slower per piece but handles
larger and thicker items that
LSMs cannot.

* Flat Sequencing Systems
(FSS): These are full conveyor-
based systems that sequence
flats directly into carrier walk
order. The 3600 FCM is often a
feeder to FSS, providing pre-
sorted flats that the FSS then
arranges.

* Automated Package
Processing System (APPS):
Designed for parcels and poly
bags, with throughput up to
6,000 packages per hour. While
the 3600 FCM handles flats,
APPS handles larger irregular
items.

The 3600 FCM occupies a sweet spot:
it is faster than manual sorting, lower-
cost than full sequencing, and
adaptable to a wide variety of flat
sizes. It is particularly valuable for
mailers who prepare flats with IMb
barcodes, as the machine can sort to
carrier routes with minimal handling.

Conclusion: The
Enduring Value of the
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3600 FCM for USPS

The 3600 FCM is more than a piece of
machinery—it is a vital link in the
USPS logistics chain that ensures
millions of flats reach recipients
accurately and efficiently. From
reducing processing time to
supporting tracking capabilities, this
sortation system embodies the postal
service's commitment to automation
and customer service. While
challenges such as mailpiece quality

and evolving mail mix persist, the
3600 FCM’s proven reliability and
ongoing upgrades make it a
cornerstone of USPS operations.

Understanding the role of the 3600
FCM helps both businesses and
consumers appreciate the complexity
behind a simple mail delivery. As
USPS continues to modernize, this
machine will adapt, proving that even
in an era of digital communication,
physical mail processing remains a
marvel of engineering and logistics.
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