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(57) ABSTRACT

In a mailing machine, an image element included in a postage
meter indicium printed on a mail piece is transported past a
linear image capture device. The image capture device is
operated to produce a smeared image of the image element.
The smeared image is then automatically analyzed to detect
failures in the print elements of a postage meter that is part of
the mailing machine.

18 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets

o6 — ¥

616
END IMAGE CAPTURE
N MODE

618 l

READ QUT SENSCOR
N DATA

}

ANALYZE SENSOR
DATA

620

]




U.S. Patent Dec. 6, 2011 Sheet 1 of 5 US 8,073,195 B2




U.S. Patent Dec. 6, 2011 Sheet 2 of 5 US 8,073,195 B2

52

10 \—t ALERT

\ " ‘\ 50 T

CONTROL ] IMAGE DATA
ANALYSIS

by

44 48

‘J IMAGE J

PRINT HEAD 49 CMACE

S

60/$ 40~ i ) H_ 62

TRANSPORT

FIG. 2

60

\_

OTTTTIITIIITITTTITTT
®
®
(]




U.S. Patent Dec. 6, 2011 Sheet 3 of 5 US 8,073,195 B2

100
\ 108
/
-5
AMES, IA 86081 106 | |
MARY K. HASTINGS
2010 N. BROADWAY
v YONKERS, NY 10620
104
\ 102
108
€SP0, NOT VALID
?ﬁ : & % POSTAGE
Finr By r—m ===
St A U e

E s 0

e E 02 1A $ 00.37
E: 0000005803 SEP. 23 2002

A MAILED FROM ZIP CODE 56081

FIG. 5



U.S. Patent Dec. 6, 2011
602
MAIL PIECE FED INTO J
TRANSPORT
MECHANISM
Y
604
PRINT INDICIUM |/
X 606
SENSE ENVELOPE
TEADING EDGE . |—
Y
COMPUTE STARTTO | 608
IMAGE CAPTURE ~ |/
WINDOW

A

610

TIMETO
START IMAGE
CAPTURE?

IMAGE CAPTURE MODE

612

L/

614

END OF
IMAGE CAPTURE
WINDOW?

Sheet 4 of 5 US 8,073,195 B2
616 ¢
END IMAGE CAPTURE
N MODE
618 Y
READ OUT SENSOR
— DATA
620 l
\, ANALYZE SENSOR
DATA

FIG. 6



U.S. Patent Dec. 6, 2011 Sheet 5 of 5 US 8,073,195 B2

702
SKIP TOPIXELAT | )
START OF BARCODE
AREA
l 704
COMPARE DATA WITH
—> THRESHOLD —
712 ~
NOTE FAILURE AT PIXEL
LOCATION
I
|
|
710 ,
( 708 ,
GO TO NEXT MORE DATA AREA? 718 |
PIXEL \\{

I 716

COMPARE FAILURE
LOCATIONSWITH = |€¢ — = — — — — — J
DIAGNOSTIC RULES

I
|
|
l
SCANCOMPLETE |/ |
|
I
|
|

720

722
~

REPORT/
ALERT

NEED TO REPORT?

( CONTINUE j FIG. 7




US 8,073,195 B2

1

METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
DETECTING MALFUNCTIONING PRINT
ELEMENTS IN POSTAGE METER INDICIA
PRINTER

BACKGROUND

This invention relates generally to the field of mailing
machines, and more particularly to a mailing machine that has
capabilities for detecting malfunctions in its printing compo-
nent.

Generally, a mail piece transport on a mailing machine
transports envelopes and other mail pieces along a transport
path so that various functions may be performed on the mail
piece at different locations along the transport path. For
example, at one location along the transport path the mail
piece may be weighed, at another location the mail piece may
be sealed, and at a further location an indicium for postage
may be applied to the mail piece. Drive rollers and/or drive
belts may be employed to contact the mail piece to propel the
mail piece along the transport path. The postage indicium
may be applied by printing with a printing device on the mail
piece. The printing device is subject to control by a postage
security device (PSD) which holds postage funds and dis-
penses funds by allowing the printing device to print the
postage indicia. The PSD performs accounting functions to
account for the dispensing of funds via the printing of postage
indicia. The accounting functions include deducting funds
from the amount of postage stored in the PSD in regard to
each postage indicium printed by the printing device.

In accordance with some proposals, the postage indicium
may contain a barcode or other machine-readable data to aid
in verification of the validity of the postage indicium. One
such postage indicium is defined in the Information-Based
Indicia Program (IBIP) promulgated by the U.S. Postal Ser-
vice.

Mailing machines are often run at high speed, and may
handle batches consisting of thousands of mail pieces within
a relatively short time. To the extent that operation of the
mailing machine is attended by a human operator, often the
operator’s attention is concerned with feeding mail pieces
into the mailing machine or with other tasks, and the operator
may not have an opportunity to closely monitor the condition
of mail pieces upon completion of processing of the mail
pieces by the mailing machine. In particular, even if operation
of the mailing machine is attended by a human operator, the
operator may not be able to quickly and readily detect mal-
functions of the postage meter printing device that may result
in improper printing of postage indicia on mail pieces that are
being processed by the mailing machine. Detection of
improper printing may be of particular importance if the
printing device is an ink jet printer, as has been proposed.

Failure of the printing device to properly print postage
indicia may occur for a number of reasons. For example,
improper printing or non-printing of indicia may occur due to
one or more clogged ink nozzles or jets, or due to one or more
ink jets being burned out, or because of a failure in the supply
of ink to the print head. The printing device may also be
subject to electronic failures.

Even a minor failure of the printing device may interfere
with printing of the indicium barcode to an extent such that
the indicium would fail a verification procedure that may be
performed by postal authorities.

In atleast some cases, occurrence of a failure in the printing
device may not be known to the PSD. Consequently, the PSD
may continue to allow the printing device to print indicia on
mail pieces, as mail pieces are transported in sequence
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through the mailing machine, and may continue to deduct
funds from the postage stored in the PSD, even at times when
the printing device is failing to print proper indicia on mail
pieces transported past the printing device. This may have the
effect of charging the proprietor of the mailing machine for
postage even though the corresponding postage indicia were
not effectively applied to the mail pieces. There may be no
way for the proprietor of the mailing machine to recover the
postage amounts which the PSD has dispensed, even though
the postage was not properly printed on the mail pieces. Thus
the failure or improper operation of the printing device may
result in substantial financial loss to the proprietor of the
mailing machine, particularly if large batches of mail are
processed at high speed by a mailing machine in which the
printing device has failed.

Inview of the foregoing, it has been proposed (e.g., in U.S.
published patent application no. 2005/0097066) to include a
reading device in a mailing machine to read at least some of
the postage indicia to confirm that the indicia are being
printed with adequate print quality.

The present inventor has now proposed a method and
mechanism for automatically detecting and diagnosing fail-
ure of individual print elements in a postage meter.

SUMMARY

Accordingly, the present invention provides an improved
method for operating a mailing machine. The method
includes transporting a mail piece along a transport path past
a print head and an image capture device. The print head
includes a linear array of print elements. The array is oriented
transversely to the direction in which the mail piece is trans-
ported. The image capture device is downstream from the
print head along the transport path. The image capture device
includes a linear array of image capture elements. The array
of' image capture elements is oriented parallel to the array of
print elements. The image capture device is positioned to
capture an image of an indicium printed by the print head on
the mail piece.

The method further includes selectively operating indi-
vidual print elements to print a two-dimensional (2-D) bar-
code on the mail piece. This is done while the mail piece is
being transported past the print head.

The method also includes placing the image capture ele-
ments in an image capture mode. This is done while the mail
piece is being transported past the image capture device and
before the 2-D barcode reaches the image capture device. The
image capture elements are maintained in the image capture
mode until the 2-D barcode has entirely passed the image
capture device. The image capture mode is ended after the
2-D barcode has entirely passed the image capture device.

In addition, the method includes analyzing image signals
generated by the image capture elements during the image
capture mode to determine whether any of the print elements
has failed.

The print head may be part of a postage meter. The trans-
porting of the mail piece may be performed by a mail piece
transport mechanism that is part of a mailing machine in
which the postage meter is installed. The transporting of the
mail piece may be at a rate of at least about 50 inches per
second.

The image signals generated by the image capture ele-
ments may represent a smeared image of the 2-D barcode.
The smeared image may be a linear image that is one pixel
wide. The analyzing of the image signals may include detect-
ing gaps in the smeared image.
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The method may also include detecting a leading edge of
the mail piece and triggering the placing of the image capture
elements in the image capture mode at a predetermined time
interval after a point in time when the leading edge of the mail
piece was detected.

The print elements may be ink jet print elements.

According to another aspect of the invention, a mailing
machine includes a transport mechanism for transporting a
mail piece along a transport path. The mailing machine also
includes a print head located adjacent the transport path for
printing a postage meter indicium on the mail piece while the
mail piece is transported past the print head. The print head
includes a linear array of print elements. The array is oriented
transversely to the direction in which the mail piece is trans-
ported.

The mailing machine further includes an image capture
device located adjacent the transport path downstream from
the print head. The image capture device includes a linear
array of image capture elements. The array of image capture
elements is oriented parallel to the array of print elements.
The image capture device is positioned to capture an image of
the postage meter indicium printed by the print head on the
mail piece.

In addition, the mailing machine includes at least one con-
trol device coupled to the transport mechanism, to the print
head and to the image capture device. The at least one control
device is operative to control the print head so as to operate
individual ink jet print elements to print a 2-D barcode on the
mail piece as part of the postage indicium. The at least one
control device is further operative to control the image cap-
ture device (a) such that the image capture elements are (i)
placed in an image capture mode before the 2-D barcode
reaches the image capture device, and (ii) maintained in the
image capture mode until the 2-D barcode has entirely passed
the image capture device, and (b) such that the image capture
mode is ended after the 2-D barcode has entirely passed the
image capture device.

The at least one control device is also operative to analyze
the image signals generated by the image capture elements
during the image capture mode to determine whether any of
the print elements has failed.

The mailing machine may further include a sensor located
adjacent the transport path between the print head and the
image capture device. The sensor may perform the function of
detecting the leading edge of the mail piece. The sensor may
be coupled to the at least one control device. The at least one
control device may be responsive to the sensor by triggering
the placing of the image capture elements in the image cap-
ture mode at a predetermined time interval after a point in
time when the sensor detected the leading edge of the mail
piece.

Therefore, it should now be apparent that the invention
substantially achieves all the above aspects and advantages.
Additional aspects and advantages of the invention will be set
forth in the description that follows, and in part will be obvi-
ous from the description, or may be learned by practice of the
invention. Various features and embodiments are further
described in the following figures, description and claims.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings illustrate presently preferred
embodiments of the invention, and together with the general
description given above and the detailed description given
below, serve to explain the principles of the invention. As
shown throughout the drawings, like reference numerals des-
ignate like or corresponding parts.
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FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a typical mailing machine
constructed and arranged in accordance with the principles of
the present invention.

FIG. 2 is ablock diagram of aspects of the mailing machine
of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 schematically depicts a relationship between two
components of the mailing machine of FIG. 1, as viewed from
below.

FIG. 4 is a somewhat schematic plan view of a typical mail
piece processed by the mailing machine.

FIG. 5 is a specimen representation of a postage indicium
printed on the mail piece of FIG. 4 by the mailing machine.

FIG. 6 is a flow chart that illustrates a process that may be
performed by a control device that is part of the mailing
machine.

FIG. 7 is a flow chart that illustrates some details of the
process of FIG. 6.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The method described herein may allow for automatic
detection of failures among the print elements of a postage
meter that is part of a mailing machine. This may be done by
using a linear array of image capture elements to capture a
smeared image of a 2-D barcode printed by the postage meter.
The image signal level generated by each image capture ele-
ment may be compared to a threshold to detect regions of the
barcode that failed to be printed properly. Such regions, if
present, may indicate failures of corresponding print ele-
ments.

Referring now to the drawings, and particularly to FIG. 1,
the reference numeral 10 indicates generally a typical mailing
machine which incorporates the principles of the present
invention. The mailing machine 10 includes a base unit gen-
erally designated by the reference numeral 12. The base unit
12 has an envelope infeed end, generally designated by the
reference numeral 14, and an envelope outfeed end, desig-
nated generally by the reference numeral 16. A control unit 18
is mounted on the base unit 12, and includes one or more
input/output devices, such as, for example, a keyboard 20 and
a display device 22. A PSD (postage security device), which
is not separately shown, may be contained within the control
unit 18.

Cover members 24, 26 are pivotally mounted on the base
12 and are moveable between a closed position shown in FIG.
1 and an open position (not shown). In the open position of the
cover members 24, 26, various operating components and
parts are exposed for service and/or repair as needed. A mail
piece transport mechanism which is not visible in FIG. 1 is
housed under the cover members 24, 26.

The base unit 12 further includes a generally horizontal
feed deck 30 which extends substantially from the infeed end
14 to the outfeed end 16. A plurality of nudger rollers 32 are
suitably mounted under the feed deck 30 and project
upwardly through openings in the feed deck so that the rollers
32 can exert a forward feeding force on a succession of mail
pieces placed in the infeed end 14. A vertical wall 34 defines
a mail piece stacking location from which the mail pieces are
fed by the nudger rollers 32 along the feed deck 30 and into
the transport mechanism referred to above. The transport
mechanism transports the mail pieces through one or more
modules, such as, for example, a separator module and moist-
ening/sealing module. Each of these modules is located gen-
erally inthe area indicated by reference numeral 36, and is not
visible in the drawing. The mail pieces are then passed to a
printing module located generally in the area indicated by
reference numeral 38. A barcode image capture module, to be
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discussed below, may be located in the area 38 downstream
from the printing module. The barcode image capture module
and printing modules also are not visible in FIG. 1.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram representation of aspects of the
mailing machine 10. As depicted in FIG. 2, the mailing
machine 10 includes a transport mechanism 40, which may be
constructed in accordance with conventional principles. For
example, the transport mechanism 40 may include one or
more drive belts, drive rollers and/or pressure rollers, which
are not separately shown. The transport mechanism 40 trans-
ports mail pieces (not shown) along a transport path, which is
indicated by arrow 42. (It will be appreciated that the arrow 42
may not indicate the entire transport path. The transport path
may commence upstream from, and may continue down-
stream from, the region specifically indicated by the arrow
42))

The mailing machine 10 also includes a postage meter,
which includes the above-mentioned PSD as well as a print-
ing device (including print head 44, FIG. 2) mounted on the
mailing machine 10 adjacent the transport path 42. The post-
age meter prints postage indicia on mail pieces transported
along the transport path 42 by the transport mechanism 40.
The PSD (not separately shown) is coupled to and is part of
the control mechanism for the print head 44. In some embodi-
ments, all hardware aspects of the postage meter may be
provided in accordance with conventional practices, and the
PSD may also control the printing head 44 and may store and
account for postage funds in accordance with conventional
practices. As discussed in more detail below, the print head 44
includes an array of print elements 60.

The mailing machine 10 also includes a control device 46.
The control device 46 may be integrated with an over-all
controller (not separately shown) for the mailing machine 10
and may be included in the control unit 18. Alternatively, the
control device 46 may be partially or completely dedicated to
abarcode image capture module 48, which is also included in
the mailing machine 10. The barcode image capture module
48 may be mounted on the mailing machine 10 adjacent the
transport path 42 and downstream from the print head 44. As
discussed in more detail below, the image capture module 48
includes an array of image capture elements 62. The control
device 46 may also provide some control functions for the
print head 44, such as controlling the timing at which the print
head 44 prints postage indicia on mail pieces.

Moreover, the mailing machine 10 may include a sensor
49. The sensor 49 may be located adjacent the transport path
49 between the print head 44 and the image capture module
48, and just upstream from the image capture module. The
function of the sensor 49 may be to detect the leading edges of
mail pieces transported by the transport mechanism 40. The
sensor 49 may be in communication with the control device
46 via signal path 51 to provide a signal to the control device
46 to indicate that the sensor has detected the leading edge of
a mail piece.

The mailing machine 10 may further include suitable cir-
cuitry 50 to receive and analyze image data generated by and
read out from the barcode image capture module 48. The
image data analysis circuitry 50 may be incorporated in a
controller for the mailing machine as a whole or may be
partially or completely dedicated to analyzing barcode image
data. The image data analysis circuitry 50 may be constituted
by a suitably programmed microprocessor or microcontrol-
ler; moreover, all of the control or data analysis elements
referred to herein may be constituted by one or more suitably
programmed microprocessors or microcontrollers. The
image data analysis circuitry 50 may, for example, be inte-
grated with the control device 46.
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Still further, the mailing machine 10 may include one or
more output devices 52 that are responsive to image data
analysis circuitry 50 to indicate an alert condition to a human
operator in the event that the image data analysis circuitry 50
determines a degree of malfunctioning in the print head 44.

FIG. 3 schematically depicts a relationship between
respective components of the print head 44 and the image
capture device 48. In particular, FIG. 3 schematically shows a
linear array of ink jet print elements 60 that are part of print
head 44 (not otherwise shown in FIG. 3), and a linear array of
image capture elements 62 that are part of the image capture
module 48 (not otherwise shown in FIG. 3). The ink jet print
element array 60 and the image capture element array 62 are
oriented parallel to each other and transversely (e.g., perpen-
dicular) to the mail piece transport path 42 (FIG. 2). As is
implied by previous discussion, the image capture element
array 62 is located downstream from the ink jet print element
array 60. The image capture element array 62 is positioned so
as to capture images of postage meter indicia printed by the
print head 44/ink jet print element array 60 on mail pieces
transported by the transport mechanism 40.

In some embodiments, the ink jet print elements 60 have a
density of 300 per inch (300 dpi). Preferably the image cap-
ture elements 62 have at least twice the density of the ink jet
print elements 60, say 600 per inch for the image capture
elements. The ink jet print element array 60 may have a length
ofabout % inch, and the image capture element array 62 may
be somewhat longer, with the longitudinal placement (i.e., in
the direction of orientation of the arrays) of the image capture
element array such that it begins before and ends after the ink
jet print element array. In other words, the image capture
element array 62 may be longer than the height of postage
meter indicia printed by the ink jet print element array 60.
(The actual number of elements in each array may be larger
than the number of elements schematically represented in
FIG. 3))

According to the description of the print element array 60
and the image capture element array 62 in the preceding
paragraph, there are two image capture elements for each
print element, to allow for Nyquist sampling. In other
embodiments, however, there may be three, four, five or more
image capture elements for each print element. The data
output from the multiple image elements mapped to each
print element may be considered together to determine
whether the print element has failed. Alternatively, the reso-
Iution of the image capture element array may be equal to or
less than the resolution of the print element array. For
example, the resolution of the image capture element array
may be related to the size of the barcode data cells, e.g., with
about one image data capture element for every three print
elements so as to perform Nyquist sampling to detect failed
barcode elements.

The ink jet print element array 60 may be constructed in a
conventional manner. Moreover, the image capture element
array 62 may be constituted by off-the-shelf components. For
example, the image capture element array may be constituted
by a low cost linear imager (scanner). It will be noted that the
array 62 typically is a 1xN array, with N an integer greater
than one. In some embodiments, the array 62 is not part of a
rectangular array of image capture elements, where a rectan-
gular array is considered to be an MxN array, with M and N
both integers greater than 1. In other embodiments, for
increased light sensitivity or sampling redundancy, the array
62 may be part of an MxN array, with M and N both integers
greater than 1.

FIG. 4 is a somewhat schematic plan view of a typical mail
piece 100 processed by the mailing machine 10. The mail
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piece 100 may take the form of a standard no. 10 envelope,
having a destination address 104 and a return address 106
printed thereon. More significantly, for present purposes, the
mail piece 100 also has a postage indicium that has been
printed thereon by the postage meter 44 of the mailing
machine 44. To simplify the drawing, the postage indicium is
represented by a dashed line rectangle 108 in FIG. 4, but a
more detailed illustration of the postage indicium 108 appears
in specimen form in FIG. 5.

Referring to FIG. 5, the indicium 108 may include, among
other conventional elements, a two-dimensional barcode 110
by which machine-readable data is presented. The indicium
108, and particularly the two-dimensional barcode 110, may
generally be in compliance with the “Information-Based
Indicia Program” (IBIP) promulgated by the U.S. Postal Ser-
vice. The barcode 110 may be provided in accordance with
the well known Data Matrix code format or may be based on
the well known PDF417 standard. The two-dimensional bar-
code 110 may contain high-density variable cryptographi-
cally protected information, which may be used for security
and marketing purposes.

There will now be described, with reference to FIG. 6, a
process performed in the mailing machine 10, according to
some embodiments.

At 602 in FIG. 6, a mail piece (e.g., like mail piece 100 of
FIG. 4, but without the indicium 108) may be fed into the
transport mechanism 40. At 604, the indicium (e.g., like indi-
cium 108, FIG. 5) is printed on the mail piece 100 by the print
head 44. This may be done under the control of control device
46 by selectively operating individual ink jet print elements
60 in a conventional manner as the mail piece 100 is trans-
ported along the transport path 42 past the print head 44/array
60 by the transport mechanism 40.

At 606 in FIG. 6, the sensor 49 senses the leading edge of
the mail piece 100, providing a signal to that effect to control
device 46. Next, at 608, the control device 46 computes a
future point in time at which an image capture operation is to
commence. That start time is computed by adding a predeter-
mined time interval to the time at which the control device 46
received the signal from the sensor 49 to indicate that the mail
piece leading edge had been detected. The time interval is
established in the control device 46 and depends on the dis-
tance of the sensor 49 from the image capture element array
62, the speed at which the mail piece 100 is transported by the
transport mechanism 40, and the distance from the leading
edge of the mail piece to the leading edge of the barcode 110.
In an alternative embodiment, the sensor 49 may be posi-
tioned downstream from the image capture element array 62,
such that the leading edge of the mail piece reaches the sensor
at an appropriate time to start the image capture mode to
capture the smeared image of the barcode.

At decision block 610, the control device 46 determines
whether the start time computed at 608 has been reached.
When this occurs, step 612 takes place. At 612, the control
device 46 places the image capture elements 62 of the image
capture module 48 into a mode of operation in which image
information is captured by the image capture elements. The
time interval which sets the beginning of step 610 is set so that
the placing of the image capture elements in the image cap-
ture mode occurs as the leading edge of the barcode 110
reaches the image capture element array 62 and after the
preceding portion of the postage indicium 108 has passed the
image capture element array. Step 612 continues with the
image capture elements maintained in the image capture
mode until the barcode 110 has entirely passed the image
capture element array 62. At 614 the control device 46 deter-
mines when the barcode 110 passed the image capture ele-

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

ment array. At that time, the control device 46 causes the
image capture elements to end the image capture mode, as
indicated at step 616. Then, at 618, the data accumulated in
the image capture elements is read out to the image data
analysis circuitry 50.

The total effect of steps 608-618 is to capture a smeared,
linear (one pixel wide) image of only the barcode 110 portion
of'the postage indicium 108 on the mail piece 100. At 620, the
image data analysis circuitry 50 analyzes the image data to
detect potential failures in the ink jet image elements 60. FIG.
7 is a flow chart that illustrates details of step 620.

At 702 in FIG. 7, the image data analysis circuitry 50 skips
to the pixel at an appropriate distance down the linear image
to reach the top edge of the barcode 110. That is, the image
data analysis circuitry 50 skips the upper part of the image
data, since that image data comes from image capture ele-
ments that extend above the ink jet element array 60. Then, for
the first pixel after the skipped image region, step 704 is
performed. At step 704, the image data analysis circuitry 50
compares the data level for that pixel with a threshold. The
threshold may, for example, be about 35% of the maximum
pixel value (with the maximum pixel value corresponding to
a solid printed row in the barcode). This 35% threshold may
be selected as being well below the expected 50% duty cycle
in the data portion of the Data Matrix barcode. Thus, if all of
the ink jet print elements are working properly, the pixel value
for each of the pixels in the smeared image should be at least
50% (i.e., about 100% for registration lines, and 50% for rows
of data cells and for clock signals).

Considering again step 702, in some embodiments the
pixel to which the image data analysis circuitry 50 skips may
have been determined in a calibration process. Alternatively,
however, the image data analysis circuitry may consider each
pixel from the top of the image to determine whether the pixel
represents the (envelope) background, or whether the image
of the barcode has started.

At decision block 706, the image data analysis circuitry 50
determines whether the pixel value for the current pixel
“passes” (i.e., exceeds the threshold) or “fails” (i.e., does not
exceed the threshold). If the pixel value “passes”, another
decision block 708 follows. At decision block 708, it is deter-
mined whether there are further portions of the image which
correspond to the locations of the ink jet print elements. If so,
the image data analysis circuitry 50 considers the next pixel,
as indicated at 710, and then loops back to step 704.

Considering again decision block 706, if the image data
analysis circuitry 50 determines at that block that the current
pixel value “fails”, then block 712 follows decision block
706. At block 712, the image data analysis circuitry 50 notes
the apparent failure at the current pixel location, and then
advances to the decision block 708 referred to above.

Considering again decision block 708, if a negative deter-
mination is made at 708 (i.e., there are no more meaningful
pixel locations to be examined), then the scan of the image
data is complete, as indicated at 714, and the process
advances to 716. At 716, the image data analysis circuitry 50
retrieves (as indicated by dashed line 718) the record of the
pixel locations that failed, if any, and then applies one or more
diagnostic rules to the set of image pixel locations for which
failures were found.

To comment further on decision block 708, in some
embodiments the end of the meaningful pixels in the image
may have been previously determined in a calibration pro-
cess. Alternatively, the end of the image may be detected by
image analysis performed by the image data analysis cir-
cuitry.
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Referring again to step 716, according to one example
diagnostic rule, if two adjacent pixel locations were “failure”
locations, then it may be considered that a corresponding ink
jet print element has failed.

Another example diagnostic rule may hold that the image
data analysis circuitry 50 should trigger a warning if one ink
jet print element has failed. The rule may further hold that the
image data analysis circuitry 50 should trigger a strong warn-
ing if two ink jet print elements have failed. Moreover, the
rule may hold that the image data analysis circuitry 50 should
warn that the entire print head is considered to have failed if
four ink jet print elements have failed.

According to another example diagnostic rule, the rule
stated in the above paragraph applies for the data areas of the
barcode, but as to the clock or alignment areas of the barcode,
one ink jet print element failure would elicit a strong warning
and two ink jet print element failures would trigger a finding
that the entire print head has failed.

Continuing to refer to FIG. 7, decision block 720 follows
block 716. At decision block 720, the image data analysis
circuitry 50 determines whether the diagnostic rules applied
at 716 call for issuance of a warning or failure report. If so, the
image data analysis circuitry 50 triggers (block 722) the alert
output device 52 (FIG. 2) to issue the required warning or
report of failure. If, at 720, the image data analysis circuitry
50 determines that no alert is needed, then the processing by
the image data analysis circuitry 50 continues without issu-
ance of an alert.

With this procedure, the mailing machine is able to self-
monitor and to automatically diagnose and detect print head
failures. Consequently, appropriate actions may be taken,
either by a human operator or automatically, to shut down the
postage meter in the event that proper printing is not taking
place. This may serve to prevent loss of postage funds due to
improper printing of postage indicia.

The principles of this invention may also be applied in a
mailing machine that includes a thermal printing postage
meter instead of an ink jet printing postage meter.

In some embodiments, the failure detection algorithm may
be tuned to detect intermittent or partial failure of print ele-
ments in addition to detecting complete failures.

For the purposes of appended claims, the barcode may be
considered to have passed the image capture module once it
has passed the array of image capture elements.

In some embodiments, the triggering of the image capture
mode may be predicated on the timing of the printing of the
barcode, rather than based on sensing the leading edge of the
mail piece. Thus the sensor 49 may be omitted, or may be used
only for purposes other than triggering image capture. In
other embodiments, the sensor 49 may be located some dis-
tance upstream from the location schematically indicated in
FIG. 2.

In some embodiments, the mailing machine 10 may oper-
ate to capture an image and analyze the image for every 2-D
barcode it prints. In other embodiments, the mailing machine
10 captures images only of some of the 2-D barcodes, say on
every second, third, fifth or tenth mail piece.

Up to this point, the description has proposed that the 2-D
barcode portion of the postage indicium be analyzed to detect
print element failures. The 2-D barcode is very convenient for
this purpose, since it exhibits a 50% duty cycle in the data and
clock regions, and a 100% duty cycle in the horizontal refer-
ence lines. However, the principles of the present invention
may alternatively be applied to analyzing a smeared image of
a fixed element, such as a logo, that is included in the postage
indicium. Suitable preliminary experiments may be
employed to determine an expected profile of varying image
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intensity that will be exhibited by the smeared image of the
fixed image element if properly printed. That expected profile
may be stored in the image data analysis circuitry 50. When
operating to detect failed print elements, the image data
analysis circuitry 50 may compare the smeared image it
receives against the expected profile. Another type of image
element that could be subjected to such analysis would be a
POSTNET barcode, which always has a predetermined num-
ber of tall and short bars.

The words “comprise,” “comprises,” ‘“‘comprising,”
“include,” “including,” and “includes” when used in this
specification and in the following claims are intended to
specify the presence of stated features, elements, integers,
components, or steps, but they do not preclude the presence or
addition of one or more other features, elements, integers,
components, steps, or groups thereof.

A number of embodiments of the present invention have
been described. Nevertheless, it will be understood that vari-
ous modifications may be made without departing from the
spirit and scope of the invention. Accordingly, other embodi-
ments are within the scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

transporting a mail piece along a transport path past a print

head and an image capture device, the print head includ-
ing a linear array of print elements, the array oriented
transversely to a direction in which the mail piece is
transported, the image capture device downstream from
said print head along said transport path, the image
capture device including a linear array of image capture
elements, the array of image capture elements oriented
parallel to the array of print elements, the image capture
device positioned to capture an image of an indicium
printed by the print head on the mail piece;

while the mail piece is being transported past the print

head, selectively operating ones of the print elements to
print an image element on the mail piece;

detecting a leading edge of the mail piece; and

triggering the placing of the image capture elements in an

image capture mode at a predetermined time interval
after a point in time when the leading edge of the mail
piece was detected so that the image capture elements
are in the image capture mode before the image element
reaches the image capture device;

while the mail piece is being transported past the image

capture device maintaining the image capture elements
in the image capture mode;

maintaining the image capture elements in the image cap-

ture mode until the image element has entirely passed
the image capture device;
ending the image capture mode after the image element has
entirely passed the image capture device; and

analyzing image signals generated by said image capture
elements during said image capture mode to determine
whether any of said print elements has failed.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the image
element is a two-dimensional barcode that is part of the indi-
cium.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the image
element is a logo that is part of the indicium.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the image
element is a POSTNET barcode.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein the print head
is part of a postage meter.
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6. The method according to claim 5, wherein the transport-
ing is performed by a mail piece transport mechanism that is
part of a mailing machine in which the postage meter is
installed.
7. The method according to claim 1, wherein said image
signals represent an image of said image element, said image
of said image element being a linear image that is one pixel
wide.
8. The method according to claim 7, wherein said analyz-
ing begins at a predetermined distance from a top end of the
image of said image element and ends at a predetermined
distance from a bottom end of the image of said image ele-
ment.
9. The method according to claim 7, wherein said analyz-
ing includes detecting beginning and ending points of said
image of said image element.
10. The method according to claim 7, wherein said analyz-
ing step includes detecting gaps in said image of said image
element.
11. The method according to claim 1, wherein said trans-
porting is performed at a rate of at least about 50 inches per
second.
12. The method according to claim 1, wherein the print
elements are ink jet print elements.
13. A mailing machine comprising:
a transport mechanism for transporting a mail piece along
a transport path;

aprint head located adjacent the transport path for printing
a postage meter indicium on the mail piece while the
mail piece is transported past the print head, the print
head including a linear array of print elements, the array
oriented transversely to a direction in which the mail
piece is transported;

an image capture device located adjacent the transport path

downstream from the print head, the image capture
device including a linear array of image capture ele-
ments, the array of image capture eclements oriented
parallel to the array of ink jet print elements, the image
capture device positioned to capture an image of the
postage meter indicium printed by the print head on the
mail piece; and
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at least one control device coupled to the transport mecha-

nism, the print head and the image capture device, the at

least one control device operative to:

control the print head so as to selectively operate ones of
the print elements to print an image element on the
mail piece as part of the postage indicium;

control the image capture device (a) such that the image
capture elements are (i) placed in an image capture
mode before the image element reaches the image
capture device, and (ii) maintained in the image cap-
ture mode until the image element has entirely passed
the image capture device, and (b) such that said image
capture mode is ended after the image element has
entirely passed the image capture device; and

analyze image signals generated by said image capture
elements during said image capture mode to deter-
mine whether any of said print elements has failed and

a sensor located adjacent the transport path between the
print head and the image capture device, the sensor for
detecting a leading edge of the mail piece, the sensor
coupled to the at least one control device, the at least
one control device responsive to the sensor by trig-
gering the placing of the image capture elements in
the image capture mode at a predetermined time inter-
val after a point in time when the sensor detected the
leading edge of the mail piece.

14. The mailing machine according to claim 13, wherein
said image signals represent an image of said image element,
said image of said image element being a linear image that is
one pixel wide.

15. The mailing machine according to claim 14, wherein
the image element is a two-dimensional barcode included in
the postage meter indicium.

16. The mailing machine according to claim 15, wherein
said analyzing function includes detecting gaps in said image
of said image element.

17. The mailing machine according to claim 13, wherein
said transporting is performed at a rate of at least about 50
inches per second.

18. The mailing machine according to claim 13, wherein
the print elements are ink jet print elements.
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