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(57) ABSTRACT 

According to the process for monitoring the consumptions 
of a plurality of franking machines through a public com 
munication network, at least one franking machine not being 
connected to this network, a link is ?rstly established With 
a management server, through the public netWork, by means 
of at least one supervision terminal independent of the 
off-line franking machine, in accordance With a determined 
protocol of communication, and data is then exchanged 
betWeen the terminal and the server during Which the user 
acquires at the supervision terminal a current invoicing 
index relative to the off-line franking machine and receives 
in return a code of authorization to frank in order to validate 
the subsequent frankings of the off-line franking machine. 
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PROCESS FOR MONITORING THE 
CONSUMPTIONS OF FRANKING MACHINES 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates to the domain of the 
processing of mail and more particularly to a process for 
monitoring the consumption of franking machines. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] It is knoWn that it is indispensable to monitor the 
consumption of franking machines, both by the user, Who 
must note daily the value of the reversible meter (also called 
invoicing index) in order to ?ll in a daily consumption 
statement generally addressed monthly to the Postal Service, 
and by an of?cer of this administration Who must come in 
situ to check the veracity of this index With respect to the 
statements received. 

[0003] HoWever, this statement becomes particularly deli 
cate When it is question of managing a large set of franking 
machines. 

[0004] It is knoWn, in particular by Patent EP 0 208 231, 
to eliminate these manual statements by connecting the 
franking machine, through the telephone netWork, to a 
specialiZed data-processing server managed by the Postal 
Service or the dealer of this franking machine. For example, 
the administration or the dealer being constantly informed of 
the indexes of the different machines, the user no longer has 
to ?ll in daily consumption statements and it is no longer 
necessary for an officer of this administration to come in situ 
to check the exactitude thereof. In addition, such permanent 
connection generally alloWs a remote “re?ll” of the franking 
amount authoriZed. 

[0005] HoWever, such a link to a server does not enable the 
user to have an overall or even local picture of the manage 
ment of his set and, in particular, it is not possible for him 
to knoW, at a given instant, the state of the indexes of the 
different machines Without reading them at the level of each 
machine as the state of the corresponding statistics. In 
addition, such an outside connection to a distant server is 
possible only With modern electronic franking machines. 
NoW, more than 100,000 traditional electromechanical 
franking machines exist at the present time, on the French 
territory alone, Which do not present this possibility of 
connection to a remote data-processing server. 

[0006] It is an essential object of the present invention to 
provide a process for monitoring the consumptions of frank 
ing machines, particularly adapted to the management of an 
assorted set of machines and Which does not necessitate a 
direct link With a data-processing server. One purpose of the 
invention is to propose a process for monitoring the con 
sumptions of a set of franking machines Which is both supple 
and simple to use While alloWing a coherent management for 
the user. Another purpose of the invention is to render secure 
the exchange of data With the Postal Service. Afurther object 
of the invention is to alloW the Postal Service to track and 
monitor more precisely the franking operations effected by 
the user. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] These objects are attained by a process for moni 
toring the consumptions of a plurality of franking machines 
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through a public communication netWork, at least one frank 
ing machine not being connected to this netWork, charac 
teriZed in that a link With a management server is ?rstly 
established through the public netWork, by means of at least 
one supervision terminal independent of the at least one 
off-line franking machine, in accordance With a determined 
protocol of communication, and then data are exchanged 
betWeen the terminal and the server during Which the user 
acquires at the supervision terminal a current invoicing 
index relative to the at least one off-line franking machine 
and in return receives a code of authoriZation to frank in 
order to validate the subsequent frankings of the at least one 
off-line franking machine. The protocol of communication 
used for establishing a link With the remote server is either 
a Videotex protocol, for example the teletel protocol, or a 
protocol of TCP/IP type. 

[0008] Solely by this dialogue of the user With a Videotext 
or Internet server of the Postal Service or of the dealer, 
Without passing through the franking machine, it is thus 
possible to ensure a perfectly coherent and simple manage 
ment of a set of assorted franking machines; in addition, a 
stricter surveillance of the postal traf?c including a more 
strict monitoring of the index entered by the user is obtained, 
as Well as an improved security of the data exchanges. 

[0009] The data exchange step comprises a step of acqui 
sition by the user of an identi?er including at least one 
passWord or personal identi?cation number and a step of 
display, at the supervision terminal, on the one hand, of a list 
of the printing heads associated With said user’s plurality of 
franking machines, and, on the other hand, for each printing 
head, of a last invoicing index validated by the server. 

[0010] The code of authoriZation to frank advantageously 
comprises information relative to an authoriZed maximum 
amount of credit or consumption and period of franking. It 
is, in addition, obtained by calculation from, in particular, 
said current invoicing index and/or the serial number of a 
printing head, Which provides an easy and automatic moni 
toring of the index introduced by the user, making it unnec 
essary for an of?cer of the postal service to come in situ for 
checking purposes. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0011] The invention Will be more readily understood on 
reading the folloWing description given by Way of non 
limiting example, With reference to the accompanying draW 
ings, in Which: 

[0012] FIG. 1 illustrates an example of con?guration of a 
set of franking machines. 

[0013] FIG. 2 explains the process according to the inven 
tion governing the exchanges betWeen a terminal and a 
remote server, and 

[0014] FIG. 3 shoWs a franking machine for carrying out 
the process of FIG. 2. 

DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

[0015] Referring noW to the draWings, an example of 
con?guration of a user’s set of franking machines is shoWn 
in FIG. 1. This set is located for example at tWo different 
production sites. On a ?rst site S1, a single franking machine 
of electronic type 10 is available, connected by a modem 12 
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to a public communication network, for example the 
switched telephone network or a numeric network (RTC/ 
RNIS 40). On a second site S2, distinct from the ?rst, ?ve 
franking machines, three of electronic type and two tradi 
tional electromechanical machines, are available. The elec 
tronic machines 20, 22, 24 are for example connected to an 
internal network 26 which presents a common access to the 
public network 40 via a modem 28, while the two traditional 
machines 30, 32 are, on the contrary, isolated from this 
network and operate independently. 

[0016] The user’s different franking machines are under 
the surveillance of a data-processing server charged with 
managing the set of the franking machines and disposed at 
a distance from these production sites in premises A of the 
Postal Service or at the machine dealers. This server 50 is 
conventionally connected by a communication means to a 

network (of the type RTC/RNIS/XZS), for example via a 
modem 52 to the public network 40. 

[0017] According to the invention, at least one supervision 
terminal 60 is provided, connected to the public network by 
a modem 62 (which is preferably integrated in the terminal) 
and ensuring for the user the acquisition and display of data 
necessary for the management of his set of franking 
machines. This terminal is advantageously located on a 
production site near the traditional machines not having a 
link to the public network. Of course, a plurality of terminals 
having access to the same data may be disposed on the same 
site or on different sites depending on the user’s needs. The 
terminal is placed in relation with the server by means of a 
videotex protocol (for example the protocol known under 
the name of “Teletel”) or by a so-called TCP/IP protocol 
through an Internet explorer (browser) and in accordance 
with a speci?c process which will now be explained with 
reference to FIG. 2 and which shows the different steps of 
placing the terminal 60 of the user’s set of franking 
machines in relation with the server 50 of the Postal Service 
(or of the dealer of these machines). 

[0018] After having made the connection with the server 
(connection to the “Minitel” service or to the Internet site of 
the server), a welcome page appears on the screen of the 
terminal. In a ?rst step 100, the user is invited to enter via 
the keyboard of the terminal his identi?er which may consist 
of a customer’s name or a password or a personal identi? 

cation number (PIN). If these references are correct, the 
server displays at the terminal, in a following step 110, the 
complete list of the printing heads (electronic and tradi 
tional) in the user’s possession (on all these sites or possibly 
on a given site if the user so requests) with, for each of them, 
both the last index of invoicing previously validated by the 
server and the current index (the preceding acquisition) with 
its corresponding date of acquisition. If said references are 
not correct, the user is invited to renew his identi?cation (it 
will be noted that, in the event of repeated failures, the 
connection to the server is automatically interrupted and a 
call to the After-Sales Service is then necessary in order to 
reestablish the service). Step 110 may also optionally com 
prise a step of display at the supervision terminal of a 
selectable plurality of tables and/or statistics in graph form 
relating to this list of printing heads. 

[0019] In a step 120, the user selects a ?rst traditional 
printing head of which he wishes to update the index and 
enters via the keyboard of the terminal the new current 
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index. The server veri?es that this index is greater than the 
last index validated, ie the last index taken into account to 
establish an invoicing by the postal service (in default, an 
error message is issued) and then displays, in a new step 130, 
the new current index with its date and time of modi?cation 
as well as a ?rst number of authoriZation to frank associated 
with the printing head selected. This number is convention 
ally obtained by a calculation from known data such as for 
example, without these data being limiting, the serial num 
ber of the printing head and the current invoicing index. The 
number of authoriZation to frank may also be obtained by 
calculation from, in particular, the current date and/or from, 
in particular, information relative to a maximum amount of 
credit or of consumption authoriZed and/or to a period of 
franking authoriZed. 

[0020] In a step 140, the user may then renew the preced 
ing operations for a second printing head selected, the server 
addressing a second code of authoriZation to frank for this 
second head in an ultimate step 150. If no other selection is 
made, the exchange is terminated and the user may then 
interrupt the link himself. The different codes of authoriZa 
tion to frank may then be introduced manually by the user 
at the level of the franking machines provided with the 
corresponding printing heads. 

[0021] Contrarily to the establishment of the statements of 
daily consumption which necessitated readings every day, 
the link with the server does not have to be daily, but only 
at a periodicity de?ned previously with the Postal Service. 
In effect, when a service contract is made between the 
administration (or the dealer of the franking machine) and 
the user, relating to the management of his set by means of 
supervision terminals, this user is ?xed both a predetermined 
?nancial limit (for example between 1,000 and 50,000 frs) 
variable as a function of his foreseeable or possibly known 
solvability or of his reliability, for example in paying his 
previous invoices, and a time limit (selected for example 
from the following periods: a fortnight, a month, three 
months and six months) variable as a function in particular 
of the total franking envisaged and at the close of which the 
user must be connected at least once to the server. These two 

limits which may be modi?ed during the contract, for 
example upon a simple decision of the postal service, are 
then communicated with the code of authoriZation to frank 
of which they may constitute for example the last three 
characters (two characters being able to correspond to the 
maximum amount of franking authoriZed, from 1 to 99 one 
character being associated with the period of franking autho 
riZed) and thus be in a position to be communicated to the 
franking machine. 

[0022] It will have been noted that the acquisition of the 
indexes is, of course, valid only for traditional machines, the 
indexes of the other heads not been able to be modi?ed. 
However, by displaying the indexes of all the printing heads, 
it is possible to give the user a complete picture of his set of 
franking machines and therefore to be able to inform him at 
any moment of the state thereof, the preceding and current 
indexes of the electronic machines being in fact sent in 
known manner once a day directly to the server by the 
permanent links existing between the franking machines and 
the server. 

[0023] The structure of the franking machine for carrying 
out the process according to the invention is illustrated in 
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FIG. 3. In addition to the conventional devices (not shown) 
concerning the entry, the conveying and the positioning of 
the postal items With a vieW to printing the postal indicia, it 
comprises a printing head 70 for ensuring this printing under 
the control of a central processing unit 72 conventionally 
comprising means for memorizing programmes and data. A 
non-volatile memory 74 is further provided to receive the 
postal data and in particular the content of the reversible 
meters Which are preferably memoriZed as a function of date 
(and hour) data furnished by a clock-calender 76. A user 
interface 78 provided With a keyboard and a display means, 
for example of the liquid crystal type, is also available at the 
level of the franking machine to alloW the acquisition of 
diverse data necessary for franking (for example the nature 
of the carrier or category of dispatch and possibly Weight of 
the article to be mailed in the absence of automatic Weigh 
ing) and the display of multiple information for the user 
(veri?cation of the acquisitions for example) and in particu 
lar the invoicing index. 

[0024] According to the invention, there is added to each 
franking machine a speci?c module 80, Which may be 
softWare and in that case integrated in the programme 
memory of the processing unit, intended for calculating the 
code of authoriZation to frank in accordance With a process 
of calculation similar to the one folloWed by the server and 
for ensuring blocking of the franking machine When, on the 
one hand, this calculated code is different from that fur 
nished by the server and then communicated manually by 
the user to the franking machine (through his user interface) 
and, on the other hand, When the user has not respected 
certain operating conditions imposed by the Postal Service 
and in particular When he has exceeded the authoriZations 
alloWed by this service as to the amount or period of 
franking authoriZed (it Will be noted that the period may be 
monitored very simply With the aid of the clock-calender). 

[0025] By this system, the user is obliged to dialogue 
regularly With the server in order to avoid a blockage of his 
machines. In addition, as, after each connection, a calcula 
tion of the code of authoriZation to frank is proceeded With, 
integrating in particular the current index acquired by the 
user, frauds on this index are eliminated as, upon acquisition 
of this code on the franking machine, any error Will block the 
machine. A stricter surveillance of the postal traf?c is also 
obtained, as Well as a better security of the exchange of 
information. 

[0026] If the set of franking machines comprises only 
machines linked to the netWork, the acquisition of the 
identi?er including at least one passWord or personal iden 
ti?cation number Will shoW on the display screen of the 
supervision terminal used a menu alloWing the user to 
acquire neW invoicing indexes relative to all these machines, 
or to consult the state of all the machines of the set With the 
last respective indexes validated by the server as state of the 
various statistical data de?ning this set, able to be param 
etered, locally or globally, in the form of tables and graphic 
representations in particular. 

[0027] The usual ratios relative to the valid heads, the 
incidents and the consumptions of all the machines of a site 
may thus be easily produced. 

[0028] The invention thus covers a process for monitoring 
the consumptions of a plurality of franking machines 
through a public communication netWork, in Which a link is 
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?rstly established With a management server, by means of at 
least one supervision terminal independent of this plurality 
of machines, in accordance With a determined protocol of 
communication, and an exchange of data is then proceeded 
With betWeen the terminal and the server during Which the 
user acquires at the supervision terminal an identi?er includ 
ing at least one passWord or a personal identi?cation num 
ber, and receives in return the possibility of selecting in a 
display menu of said terminal, the acquisition of neW 
indexes or the display of the last indexes validated by the 
server such as statistical data relating to said plurality of 
franking machines. 

[0029] Avariant of the process according to the invention 
consists in being connected to the server via a telephone set 
With integrated display and a telephone communication line 
of the vocal synthesis type. 

What is claimed is: 
1. Process for monitoring the consumptions of a plurality 

of franking machines through a public communication net 
Work, at least one franking machine not being connected to 
this netWork, Wherein it comprises the steps of: 

?rstly establishing a link With a management server 
through the public netWork, by means of at least one 
supervision terminal independent of the at least one 
offline franking machine, in accordance With a deter 
mined protocol of communication, 

and then proceeding With an exchange of data betWeen the 
terminal and the server during Which the user acquires 
at the supervision terminal a current invoicing index 
relative to the at least one off-line franking machine and 
in return receives a code of authoriZation to frank in 
order to validate the subsequent frankings of the at least 
one off-line franking machine. 

2. The process of claim 1, Wherein said protocol of 
communication used for establishing a link With the remote 
server is a Videotex protocol, such as teletel protocol. 

3. The process of claim 1, Wherein said protocol of 
communication used for establishing a link With the remote 
server is a protocol of TCP/IP type. 

4. The process of claim 1, Wherein said step of data 
exchange comprises a step of acquisition by the user of an 
identi?er including at least one passWord or personal iden 
ti?cation number. 

5. The process of claim 1, Wherein said step of data 
exchange comprises a step of display, at the supervision 
terminal, on the one hand, of a list of the printing heads 
associated With the user’s plurality of franking machines, 
and, on the other hand, for each printing head, of a last 
invoicing index validated by the server. 

6. The process of claim 5, Wherein said step of data 
exchange comprises a step of display, at the supervision 
terminal, of a selectable plurality of tables and/or of statistics 
in graph form relating to this list of printing heads. 

7. The process of claim 1, Wherein said code of authori 
Zation to frank comprises information relative to an autho 
riZed maximum amount of credit or consumption and period 
of franking. 

8. The process of claim 1, Wherein said code of authori 
Zation to frank is obtained by calculation from in particular 
said current invoicing index and/or the serial number of a 
printing head. 
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9. The process of claim 1, wherein said code of authori 
Zation to frank is obtained by calculation from in particular 
the current date. 

10. The process of claim 1, Wherein said code of autor 
iZation to frank is obtained by calculation from in particular 
the information relative to a maximum amount of credit or 

consumption authoriZed and/or to a period of franking 
authoriZed. 

11. The process of claim 1, Wherein said protocol of 
communication used for establishing a link With the remote 
server is a protocol of telephonic communication of the 
vocal synthesis type. 

12. Process for monitoring the consumptions of a plurality 
of franking machines through a public communication net 
Work, Wherein it comprises the steps of: 
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?rstly establishing a link With a management server, 
through the public netWork, by means of at least one 
supervision terminal independent of this plurality of 
machines, in accordance With a determined protocol of 
communication, 

and then proceeding With an eXchange of data betWeen the 
terminal and the server during Which the user acquires 
at the supervision terminal an identi?er including at 
least one passWord or personal identi?cation number, 
and receives in return the possibility of selecting in a 
display menu of said terminal the acquisition of neW 
indeXes or the display of the last indexes validated by 
the server as statistic data relating to said plurality of 
franking machines. 

* * * * * 


