
Ladies and gentlemen……., I have been given a topic that permits one to dream the 
impossible dream, and to set an agenda to topple the enormous obstacles to realizing 
the goal.  Moreover, it is a dream with many facets and an opportunity for 
exercising the imagination, and let us remember that imaginations when exercised 
can produce astounding results.
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Let me start with the dream. A postal customer in any country, be it a business or 
an individual, would address an envelope to a person at a location in any other 
country in the world, and the letter would arrive there in a reasonable period of time 
at a reasonable cost to the sender.  “This is not the stuff of dreams,” you would say. 
But….
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Now the envelope bears the addressee's name and one of the addresses in a format 
and style which is universal. This particular address idea is different from a geocode 
address, but the concerns we discuss will be common to all universal proposals. 
Either the customer, or the post where he mails it, checks the global address 
database for accuracy and deliverability.  The database is maintained by the UPU 
under very solid security arrangements.  If the addressee has moved, the system will 
divert the letter, and if the addressee had given this permission, it will tell the sender 
the new address It would also be possible to link mobile phone numbers emailsthe new address. It would also be possible to link mobile phone numbers, emails, 
second home addresses, even travel plans, to that number. More on that later. ..

Obstacle one is that most countries won’t permit you to validate an address, let 
alone confirm it is accurate for the addressee.  I’ll defer that discussion for a 
moment when we shall talk about borders and go on to obstacle 2.   

N b l b i f d l d i Thi ddNow, obstacle number two is even more fundamental, and serious. This address 
may not exist
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I invite you to recall that the postal system is a networked industry.  To function 
optimally, that network needs as many end points as possible, and the connections 
between the endpoints, or “nodes” must be adequate to the task. The nodes must 
hand-off the network’s subject matter, in our case letters and parcels, efficiently.  
This is true of electric systems, phone systems, and the greatest network ever 
invented….the Internet.  The more endpoints, the greater the benefits that may come 
from the network. The more efficient the connections are at the nodes, that is to say, 
the less energy that is lost at that node the healthier and richer the network will bethe less energy that is lost at that node, the healthier and richer the network will be 
and the more benefit will flow to the endpoints. 

In many respects, and perhaps counter to what you may have been led to believe, 
the international postal system is increasing in value and importance to commerce, 
and thus to countries.  The more numerous the endpoints and the more efficient the 
nodes, the more robust their interaction, the more value there is in the system.  

However the network is nowhere near complete or efficientHowever, the network is nowhere near complete, or efficient.  
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In many countries there are no endpoints, or very few of them. No one knows for 
sure how many people do not have an address.  Looking at the population of the 
countries that tell the UPU they do not have either postboxes or home delivery 
systems, it’s a billion people. 
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The UK and the US did away with “pay to receive” in the 1840’s, by the way. 
Although you had to pay for a PO box, you could still receive mail at the counter 
even if you had no PO box.   But even as a low estimate, it’s a horrible thought –
17% of the world not connected to the network, the oldest regulated international 
communications network in the world.  

. But, that’s probably a very low estimate, because where mail is delivered to post 
boxes, the Posts charge rent for them, and most people can’t afford to pay, or are not 
i li d I f Af i l il IF PO b T kiinclined to pay. In most of Africa, you only get mail IF you rent a  PO box. Taking 
into account the post box delivery issue, the UN Development Program says the 
number of  “unaddressed people” might be as high as 4 BILLION people.  It is 
terrible to contemplate that perhaps  2/3rds of the world’s population is without a 
postal address.  

So, we have a lot of work to do to give an address to everyone, a universal address 
or not And much work is being doneor not. And much work is being done.
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. The  World Bank has published studies on this subject and holds workshops both 
online and offline  to train officials how to build address systems. It’s slow work, 
however, and it’s not cheap. They calculate it cost 60 cents per capita and $5.70 per 
addressed doorway in an urban area.  In Costa Rica, the post estimates that it costs 
$150 to $200 to put street signs at an intersection. To help defray this cost, the Post 
quite entrepreneurially turned to local businesses by offering them space for 
advertising on the signs themselves in exchange for funding.  
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To help with this work, and to help find resources to do it, the UPU has a major 
project underway – Addressing the World, An Address for Everyone.  It is dedicated 
to raising awareness of the problem in the UN and non-profit world and to assist the 
poorest countries .  At the UPU, the Global Envelope Alliance is working in support 
of that project, which is making steady progress. 
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And  the Committee which I have the honor to chair held a conference, the Global 
Addressing Summit, at the UPU in April of last year.  At this conference our 
speakers described the many uses made of addresses by business, how critical they 
are to business success, new ways of formulating addresses and postcodes, and the 
technology and techniques of managing databases.  These presentations are still 
available online, by the way, at my website. In many of these “new systems”, 
unfortunately, neither the UPU nor the World Bank advocates a standardized 
universal address system or a geocoded one although some countries like Saudiuniversal address system or a geocoded one, although some countries, like Saudi 
Arabia, are installing systems like those we are seeing today.   

However, for part of the world with addresses we will quickly discover yet another 
obstacle to a globally standard address system
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That obstacle is resistance to change, and stubborn habit and human emotion.  An 
address is something more than just a physical place. It reflects local culture and 
personal history. Addresses are imbued with human emotions, memories, 
associations.  They are nearly sacred talismans. There is always strong resistance to 
changing them. Addresses seem to become part of a country’s DNA, and take on 
different forms in each country. This a real address and for the UK a relatively 
uncomplicated one. My friend does indeed live at the bottom of a hill which has a 
church on top And he will fight to keep that address Imagine trying to getchurch on top. And he will fight to keep that address.  Imagine trying to get 
everyone in the world to merely have the same format of an address?  Even this 
small step will be difficult.   
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Look at the system the Japanese are accustomed to. Korea is similar, by the way. It 
is highly granular and localized, and is a grid system of nested boxes. But note the 
house numbers. I am told the numbers indicate the order in which the buildings 
were built – newer buildings have higher numbers. Who knows? Perhaps they 
would welcome geocoded addresses

Aside from the emotion we human beings invest in addresses, they also mean 
different things to different institutions, and are used for many different tasks. To a 

i ’ l d li hi d ll b l h id ifi dpost it’s a place to deliver things, and usually but not always where an identified 
person may be found.   
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For governments, and citizens, the address is critical. It verifies your existence.  It 
proves to governments and businesses that you are entitled to participate in their 
institutions: go to school, vote, get electric power, open a bank account, drive a car, 
rent a home, buy a mobile phone, fly in an airplane to Washington, DC.   The 
Peruvian development economist Hernando de Soto in his ground-breaking book, 
The Mystery of Capital, noted that “without an address you live outside the law.”  
This is not a minor problem. It is a major obstacle on the road to development of 
countries Postal addresses are integral to personal identity and legal identitycountries. Postal addresses are integral to personal identity and legal identity. 
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CARD Recently the government of India acknowledged that citizens could only 
“prove” their right to participate in many aspects of economic and political life, 
such as buying a mobile phone, if they could prove where they live. For untold 
millions, the only method they had was their local postman and post office. So, 
India Post has a new product: an “address card” to prove where you live, this being 
in lieu of any other documentation, which probably does not exist for the person 

di hi d Li ll h dd h l l i f hneeding this card.  Literally, the address proves the legal existence of the person.  

[[[The data is being collected in a vast database. One issue is the cost:  Rupiahs 350, 
and R 10 filing fee. This is a little over $7, a very valuable sum in the villages of 
India.  The document is good only for 3 years and then must be renewed; if one 
moves, of course it is no longer valid.]]] 
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AFRICA In South Africa, the post is expanding its address system to townships 
and temporary communities surrounding the major cities.  It reports that now people 
in these outlying areas can buy furniture on time payments and are able to obtain 
loans to attend training courses or university. The formalities to do either of these 
things required an address which previously did not exist for people in rural and 
semi-rural places. And in these two cases, India and South Africa, there may be a 
missed opportunity to also allocate a geocoded address in addition to a traditional 
form However in South Africa there would be a problem with geocoded addressesform. However, in South Africa there would be a problem with geocoded addresses 
as permanent addresses, given the proclivity of whole villages to pick up and move 
to establish the village hundreds of meters or even several kilometers away.  And 
given the esteem in which the newly connected citizens hold their addresses, I am 
told that the first thing they will move is their front door, on which is painted their 
street address.

Now another interesting factor here regarding any new address system uptake, g g g y y p ,
and I don’t know if this is an obstacle or a help, is the fact that addresses are 
“unvalued” but enormously valuable. I know this sounds contradictory. Bad 
addresses cost money, and not just because of undeliverability. 
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A recent paper published by the European Address Infrastructure project, Euradin, 
l d d I h th t h d t l l t d th l f dd dconcluded, as I have, that no one had yet calculated the value of an address and no one was 

likely to be able to do so.  None of the postal financial statements I have reviewed, over a 
dozen, lists the address file as an asset.  However, the researchers noted other “values” that 
are derived from or served by addresses.  For example, they noted that ultimately all 
government activity provides services to citizens at a given location, either the government’s 
or the citizen’s.  The City of Manchester counted 320 separate services that require an 
address to be effective in delivering that service. They are not “up in the Internet cloud”.  
They are delivered in, and to, addressable properties.  

And the study noted that a “1% improvement in the quality, currency, and 
interoperability of address data would save government in the UK alone €25 billion a year!”  
25 billion.  

[[[[[ The study also conducted a modest survey  of businesses in the UK and learned the 
following:  

68% said addresses are critical to business and 26% said they were important.

95% agreed that addresses were a “vital part of the information infrastructure”. g p

80% said their business prospects were sensitive to address data quality 

72% said bad addresses cost them money. ]]]]]

Also, the Euradin work group was able to calculate that better addressing in the UK would 
increase real estate tax collection by €67 million/year.  Better routing of refuse collection 
would save €40 million/year.  

They also concluded that better address-based navigation tools for the small business 
delivery vans in use in Europe could save 100 million tons of CO2 per yeardelivery vans in use in Europe could save 100 million tons of CO2 per year. 
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So addresses really are  a “social good” on which all society depends. Denmark 
i d hi d i k h dd i i i d b d di drecognized this and, in Denmark, the address system is maintained by a dedicated 

government agency at the expense of all taxpayers, not just ratepayers.  By law it 
licenses the data for free.  In a study done in 2010, it was discovered that the cost of 
this exercise over a 5 year period was €2 million, while the total sales by the 
licensees over that period was €62 million.  31 to 1 benefit to the economy. And that 
was only sales by the direct licensees, and didn’t include savings, monetary and 
social, realized by, for example, the companies and people using GPS systems in 
their cars and delivery vans By the way USPS reported in 2010 some $86 milliontheir cars and delivery vans. By the way, USPS reported in 2010 some $86 million 
in revenue from Address Management Services at a cost of $22.9 million.   

So Addresses are more than just mail delivery points.   This being so, and because 
geocode addresses would be so much easier to use in databases, perhaps we could 
rally government departments and businesses behind us.  But will this help us with 
the fragility problem - addresses , their representation in writing, are easily 
recorded or reproduced incorrectly. 

Why install a new system that will be subject to the old and very expensive 
problem?  Addresses are messy to deal with in databases and on websites and on 
envelopes.  So businesses and governments need accuracy, all the time, and they 
need corrections and updating as quickly as possible. A “broken” address is of no 
value. An address is broken if incorrectly written, or if the individual has moved. A 
broken address wastes energy and resources.  And it can cause harm – think of an 
ambulance dispatched to non-existent address in a critical emergency. 
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So for our system, a new address would have to be allocated, and we might have to 
accept that it would be secondary.  I gather that  it would look something like this:  
An algorithmically-produced  location description, not an address. It would be hard 
to get people to use it.  It has taken nearly 3 generations here in the US to get people 
to consistently use zip-codes. 

On the one hand, these are easily recorded and manipulated and thus verified  But,  
can a collection of 8 or 10 numbers and letters be vested with as much emotion as 
1500 P l i A bi h l 16 El S P d NY 13676?1500 Pennsylvania Avenue, or my birthplace, 16 Elm Street, Potsdam, NY 13676?  
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. But they are forgettable and I dare say, as easily put into a website’s address form 
incorrectly or taken down incorrectly by the call center, as any other . This is not an 
insignificant problem     

Bad addresses and undeliverable mail are a significant cost to postal systems and 
their users  and for the environment. Undeliverable as addressed mail , UAA,  costs 
the USPS, and its customers, about $1.6 billion/ year. Some 3-4% of the mail is 
undeliverable. Some 75% of that problem is caused by people moving, another 25% 
b h ll “b d h i ”by what we call “bad hygiene”.  

In the UK, 5.8 million items a year are misaddressed; failure to put postcodes on 
parcels and letters costs businesses 147 million pounds per year.  In the UK,The
Interactive Media in Retail Group study showed that  a badly addressed e-commerce 
package costs a merchant over 25 pounds in refunds, redelivery, and replacement, 
not to mention the possibility of losing the customer. Fed Ex estimates that about 
1/3rd of its international parcels have an “address issue” requiring human1/3 of its international parcels have an address issue  requiring human 
intervention to resolve. All wasted energy and expense.    
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But, while a universal address standard or form may be difficult to impossible to 
attain, in the meantime, we at least can work toward an intermediate solution to 
the problem of different address formats. And that solution is to at least make 
them standard within each country and to develop a translation language for 
addresses. And that translation language is now in course of development at the 
Universal Postal Union. 

The  S42 project, short for "standard number 42", endeavors to describe each 
dd l d i l i i hi h dd f l d i haddress element and its location within the address forms commonly used in each 

country. It is not so much a standard as it is a taxonomy, or agreed naming of parts. 
The working group has concluded there are only 38 types of address elements, 
many with variants, leading to about 141 or 142 unique identifiable parts in 
addresses in the world. They have given a name to each of these different elements 
and are creating templates for the most commonly used address forms in each 
country. So far some 37 or 38 countries have templated their address forms.  And y p
remember that there are multiples of forms –detached homes, apartments, multi-
floor office buildings, factories, etc… Note that this Finish government office 
address is much simpler 
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Than this French apartment address. As the templates become better known within 
each country, the consistency of address rendering should improve. In addition, and 
very importantly,  the use of the S42 taxonomy provides database engineers with an 
agreed set of elements which they can use to deploy accurately the data of an 
address within their databases. In turn, this enables more accurate computerization, 
validation  and transmission of address data. In fact, what a boon simplified 
geocoded addresses would be in this respect. 

I i h h i li i f dd ifi i l i llIn either case, the implications for address verification electronically are 
extraordinary.

But, this presupposes we have a global network of connected 
address databases.  

Regardless of which address system we develop,  this is our next challenge, to 
interconnect these databases,  and to do so we will have to undertake one of 
h i ' diffi l k k h b dhumanity's most difficult tasks: make the borders go away. 
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There is an international postal network in name only. In reality, we have 192 
networks which are delicately connected at a limited number of points and these 
points are squeezed and restricted in many different ways.

Domestic postal regulations, Customs, security, police authorities, privacy laws all 
of these obstacles stand in the way of deployment and use of the universal address 
system which  will depend for its success on constant interaction among all players. 
There is too much sand in the gears of the international passage of letter and parcels. 

Why, for example, is it not possible for a company completing a mailing to a dozen 
or so other countries to push a button and validate the deliverability of those letters 
to those individuals in those dozen or so other countries? One would think that to 
the extent addresses in another country are accessible, they should be accessible 
from anywhere. In fact laws relating to national security, taxation, and above all 

i d d i hi f iprivacy and data protection, prevent this from occurring.

Even with new addresses in a similar format in every country, we would have this 
problem. And the problem results in substantial quantities of wasted mail. And when 
you waste mail, the mailer’s ROI drops and he is more and more inclined to market 
through another medium, one which does not involve an envelope.
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And the situation is becoming more serious with the increase in cross-border e-commerce 
parcel traffic Consumers are increasingly shopping in other countries taking advantage ofparcel traffic. Consumers are increasingly shopping in other countries, taking advantage of 
the Internet to explore and spend globally. This data is from a study commissioned by the 
UPU from Adrenale Corporation and shows that the international postal traffic in light 
parcels alone nearly doubled in the ten years to 2008.  And many Posts – Swiss, Austria, 
Japan, TNT, Australia, Hong Kong, have made parcels, including international parcels, core 
elements of their corporate strategy.   And thus the address becomes even more valuable 
because it is attached to an expensive piece of merchandise.
Postal systems make substantial sums of money on cross border traffic.  And yet, no Post I 
know of provides mailers any service in verifying addresses in destination countries, and 
few will even provide foreign mailers with  advice on what their address formats are, let 
alone whether an address exists. 
One expert in this field who publishes a book showing address formats worldwide, Merry 
Law, has even been told by officials in some countries that “foreigners don’t need to know 
our formats.”  One post even threatened to sue her for copyright infringement if she 
published their recommended address format. 
Thus, it isn’t just the mail and parcels that need to travel in this system, this network, it is 
also critical that the address data of the system travel.   It needs to be made available on fair, 
t t d it bl t t ALL USERS f th t ld id Etransparent and equitable terms to ALL USERS of the system world-wide.  E-commerce 
merchants increasingly have global markets. They need the ability to verify the format of the 
address of their customers.  They also need to know if their customers move.  

As more and more consumers world-wide go shopping on the Internet, more and more 
parcels, expensive mail indeed, will go through this system.   But a lot of those expensive 
boxes are going missing, or going back to the sender.  Both are bad things, and quite frankly 
it will take two posts in each case to solve the problem. 
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Two posts?  Yes, indeed. The sender’s post must be able to confirm or provide the 
sender a means to confirm that the address in the destination country is deliverable. 
And the destination  post must make that information available.  In short, each of 
these posts has two customers, the sender of the parcel and its recipient.  Posts don’t 
seem to understand this. 

In closing, I suggest that the address is at the very center of the 
analogue-digital merger occurring in the postal world. We have only begun to invent 
and discover new ways of developing addresses, or printing them, or embedding 
other information in them.   The UPU’s Standards Board has barely commenced the 
important work of creating S-42 templates for the world’s numerous address 
formats, to make them more compatible with computer languages and database 
structures. These will make the process of database management and manipulation 
and transfer much more accurate and efficient And frankly given the passionateand transfer much more accurate and efficient. And, frankly, given the passionate 
commitment  people in many countries have for their address format, this may be as 
far as we can go for a generation or two,
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although perhaps the “digital natives” like this one will be more flexible. The only 
address my children seem to know is my text address. 

So today, we are beginning to rethink what an address can be.  Take any of  the 
several systems  we have heard about today.  Imagine that all you would need to 
address an envelope is my name and a “universal address number”. Any postal sort 
machine world-wide would be connected to the database that would route the letter 
to that address, and to me. The ‘address” exists, but not the system. But why not 
d ?dream? 
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Given the advancements in postal machinery and digital communication 
techniques, one could imagine that the address file itself could be programmed to  
tell the post that if it’s July, the letter it is on should be sent to another address.  The 
addressee could program his address differently, for example, electronically asking 
for mail to be held a week or so, or forwarded on to the hotel in Washington.  In 
short, the address file itself, which could be accessible by the addressee, can talk 
back. “Addressee has left on trip to Washington. Send me to my hotel there?”  And 
the letter is divertedthe letter is diverted.   

On another plane of complexity, one can imagine that the mobile phone and email 
systems and postal systems could all be represented in an address like the “universal 
contact point” address, by forming entries in the master address file. Imagine a 
variation of this number which contains or actually comprises your email, your 
phone number, and your physical location. Put it on a letter, it gets there. Dial it into 
a phone, it connects you. Type it into an email, and it works. p , y yp ,

Such addresses would have to be connected to one or more secure databases. A 
consumer could change any of the three actual numbers or locations, and calls, 
letters, and emails would reach her. The global postal system is the natural home for 
such a system, dependent as it is on the user trusting the system with this 
information.  Attaching it all to a geocode address seems very logical.  
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And so, at the end, we come back to the core of the network in which the address 
resides: trust in the post. The endpoints must trust that the nodes will work. They 
must trust that the nodes will hand off letters and parcels and that the next node will 
get it to its destination.  So let us continue our tilting at windmills to help bring the 
world closer together, to make postal mail faster and more efficient, and to help 
multiply those network endpoints and make them as accessible to one another 
globally, as are the other two sets of communication endpoints: phone numbers and 
email addressesemail addresses
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. It can be done.
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