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(54) Method and system for conveying and merging two or more groups of shingled mail items

(57) A method of conveying and merging, at a relative
intersection zone (CZi), at least one (i-1)th group (2) of
shingled mail items with an ith group (2’) of shingled mail
items, the method including the step of :
a) conveying the (i-1)th and ith groups (2, 2’), as of a start
time (tSTART), along respective paths to the intersection
zone (CZi);
the method also including the steps of :
b) determining, for each group (2, 2’) of shingled mail

items to be conveyed and merged, at least the position
(P(i-1)0, Pi0) of its head (2H, 2H’) at the start time
(TSTART) ; and
c) controlling start-off of each group (2, 2’) to the inter-
section zone (CZi) on the basis of at least the position
(P(i-1)0, Pi0) of its head (2H, 2H’) at the start time (tSTART).

There is also described a conveying and merging
system designed to implement the above method.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a method and system for conveying and merging two or more groups of shingled
mail items.
[0002] Forming and conveying groups of shingled items is known, i.e. groups of items aligned in a preferably straight
direction, partly overlapping and with respective edges spaced a constant or variable distance apart.
[0003] Shingled groups are typically conveyed by means of conveyor belt systems with either one single belt defining
a supporting surface for the shingled groups or a pair of opposite belts, which exert pressure on opposite sides of the
shingled groups.
[0004] To merge two shingled groups, the groups are normally fed along respective separate conveyor belt systems,
and made to converge at an area common to both systems and at which merging of the two into one is obtained.
[0005] For example, Figures 1A and 1B show consecutive stages in the operation of a conveying system for moving
groups of shingled mail items along respective advancement paths. More specifically, each advancement path comprises
a number of segments, each at least partly defined by a respective one- or two-belt conveyor system.
[0006] As in the example shown, two-belt systems are normally used along segments of an advancement path arranged
vertically or, however, steeply sloping.
[0007] When dealing with groups of shingled mail items, it is normally necessary to merge two groups into a larger
one. In practice, then, two or more paths converge at a given intersection zone, and therefore are, from that point on,
coincident, regardless of the geometry of the paths. In any case, the converging-path axes being incident, at least one
of the groups of shingled items invariably has to travel along a curved path or, at any rate, along a path involving a
change in the advancement direction.
[0008] In particular, merging of groups of shingled items is made necessary by processing requirements, e.g. by the
presence, along the advancement path, of mail processing (e.g. sorting) devices, or particular conveying or direc-
tion-change devices, which demand that the incoming supply of mail items be as constant and homogeneous as possible,
so as to both ensure steady operation of the individual devices and, more generally speaking, to achieve high throughput
of the conveying system as a whole.
[0009] Merging two groups of shingled mail items poses, on a practical level, various potential problems.
[0010] The group resulting from the merging of two groups of shingled items may, for example, end up being thinner,
at the area where the two groups are joined, with respect to the average thickness of either group of shingled items (see
Figure 2).
This is to be avoided at all cost, because it may eventually result in the merged group parting altogether, e.g. as it is
transferred to another part of the conveyor system, and especially in the event of two consecutive path segments at
different levels. Moreover, the merged group being longer than it should be (by sagging at the join) may impair the
efficiency of the conveyor system as a whole. Finally, the unevenness described above may impair overall performance
of the mail processing (e.g. sorting) devices, thus resulting in errors in the mail conveying and handling sequence.
[0011] Conversely, the area in the merged group where the two groups join may swell with respect to the average
thickness of either group of shingled items (as shown in Figure 3).
[0012] This too is to be avoided, as it results in distension of the retaining surfaces (i.e. the opposite surfaces of the
two-belt conveyor system between which the group travels). When the retaining surfaces move apart, contact between
the retaining surfaces and the thinner portions of the group may be lost, with the result that the mail items in these
portions collapse and are no longer conveyed steadily and in controlled manner by the conveyor belt system.
[0013] Consequently, the correct sequence of the mail items in the merged group is no longer guaranteed, i.e. items
originally in the second group may be located further forward than items originally in the first group. Furthermore, the
type of unevenness described above may cause a blockage of the mail processing (e.g. sorting) devices.
[0014] Another factor affecting the merging of two groups of shingled mail items is a direct consequence of at least
one of the groups having to travel along a curved path or, at any rate, change direction on its way to the intersection.
[0015] Each group of shingled mail items is fairly thick, so, as it travels along a curve or changes direction, the surface
of the group on the inside of the curve travels at a different speed (speed vi) from the surface on the outside of the curve
(speed ve) as shown in Figure 4.
[0016] This difference in speed has the effect of altering, i.e. increasing or decreasing, the mean spacing of the mail
items in the group, depending on the geometry of the conveyor system and relative paths.
[0017] Because this change in spacing is not normally fully corrected when the group gets back onto a straight course,
a slight increase or decrease in the length of the group is often observed. If not compensated for, this group length
alteration may impair the accuracy with which the longer/shorter group merges with the other group.
[0018] A simple, effective method is therefore needed to compensate for this group stretching/contracting effect as
the group travels along a curved path or, at any rate, a path involving a change in direction.
[0019] Demand therefore exists within the sector for a method and system of conveying and merging converging
groups of shingled mail items, which makes it possible to eliminate, in general, the above drawbacks.
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[0020] More specifically, a need is felt for a system of conveying and merging groups of shingled mail items of the
type comprising a number of conveyor belt systems defining one or more advancement paths for the groups, which
provides for effectively merging the groups with no sagging or swelling, and, when necessary, compensates for any
stretching or contraction of the groups.
[0021] It is therefore an object of the present invention to provide a simple, low-cost method and system of conveying
and merging groups of shingled mail items, which enables achieving at least one of the above demands.
[0022] The above object is achieved by the present invention, in that it provides a method of conveying and merging
groups of shingled mail items as claimed in Claim 1, and a system as claimed in Claim 8.
[0023] A preferred, non-limiting embodiment of the present invention will be described by way of example with reference
to the accompanying drawings, in which:

Figures 1A, 1B and 1C show schematics of a system for conveying groups of shingled mail items at three consecutive
stages;
Figures 2 and 3 show schematics of two phenomena (sagging and swelling of a group formed by merging two groups
of shingled mail items) which the method according to the present invention is designed to eliminate;
Figure 4 shows a schematic of a disturbance phenomenon (stretching/contraction of a group of shingled mail items)
which the method according to the present invention is designed to compensate;
Figures 5A, 5B, 5C show schematics of three consecutive stages in merging more than two groups of shingled mail
items using the method according to the present invention;
Figure 6 shows one embodiment of the method of conveying and merging groups of shingled mail items according
to the present invention.

[0024] Number 1 in Figures 1A, 1B and 1C indicates as a whole a system for conveying and merging groups 2, 2’ of
shingled mail items at consecutive operating stages.
[0025] Each group 2, 2’ comprises a number of mail items aligned in a preferably straight direction, partly overlapping,
with respective edges spaced a constant or variable distance apart. More specifically, each group 2, 2’ has a head 2H,
2H’ (or front portion in the travelling direction of the group), and a tail 2T, 2T’ (or rear portion in the travelling direction
of the group); and the total distance between the head and tail of each group 2, 2’ defines its length.
[0026] System 1 is, in particular, designed to move groups 2, 2’ of shingled mail items - formed in known manner -
along respective advancement paths, each at least partly defined by one or more powered, one- or two-belt conveyor
systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’.
[0027] System 1 typically comprises a number of conveyor belt systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’, which extend between respective
end pulleys arranged to define supporting surfaces, on which the shingled groups travel at a speed v from respective
inputs I to a shared output U. Along vertical or steeply sloping path segments, system 1 preferably comprises two-belt
systems 31, 31’.
[0028] The known electric motors and transmissions powering conveyor belt systems 3, 3’ are not shown for the sake
of simplicity.
[0029] More specifically, system 1 is configured to merge at least one (i-1)th group 2 of shingled mail items with an ith

group 2’ of shingled mail, at an intersection zone CZi, to which the (i-1)th and ith groups 2, 2’ are conveyed along
respective paths.
[0030] In the Figure 1A example, system 1 conveys an (i-1)th group 2 of length Li-1, whose head 2H is initially located
at a point P(i-1)0 on a first conveyor belt system 3; and an ith group 2’ of length Li, whose head 2H’ is located at a point
Pi0 on a second conveyor belt system 3’.
[0031] At the time to which Figure 1A refers, to reach intersection zone CZi, the (i-1)th group 2 must travel along a
path portion of length D(i-1) and which involves a change in direction. So, in addition to first system 3, on which it is
located at the start time shown in Figure 1A, the (i-1)th group 2 will therefore also be conveyed by a first two-belt conveyor
system 31 adjacent to first system 3 and extending in a substantially vertical direction.
[0032] Similarly, to reach intersection zone CZi, the ith group 2’ must travel along a path portion of length Di followed
by a change in direction. So, in addition to second system 3’, on which it is located at the time shown in Figure 1A, the
ith group 2’ will therefore also be conveyed by a second two-belt conveyor system 31’ adjacent to second system 3’ and
extending in a substantially vertical direction.
[0033] System 1 advantageously comprises first sensor means S1, e.g. photocells, laser sensors, proximity sensors,
etc., located along the paths of the (i-1)th and ith groups 2, 2’ to detect passage of heads 2H, 2H’.
[0034] The exact initial positions P(i-1)0, Pi0 of groups 2, 2’ may thus conveniently be determined using motion models
(e.g. space motion vs time equations), preferably on the basis of signals from sensor means S1 upon passage of heads
2H, 2H’.
[0035] The exact lengths Li-1, Li of groups 2, 2’ may conveniently be determined on the basis of known parameters
(means size, mean spacing, etc.) of the mail items in the groups.
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[0036] System 1 preferably also comprises second sensor means S2, e.g. photocells, laser sensors, proximity sensors,
etc., located along the paths of groups 2, 2’ to detect passage of tails 2T, 2T’.
[0037] On the basis of signals from sensor means S2 indicating passage of tails 2T, 2T’, and signals from sensor
means S1 indicating passage of heads 2H, 2H’, and given the travelling speed v of groups 2, 2’ along respective conveyor
belt systems 3, 3’, the exact length Li-1, Li of each group 2, 2’ can be determined at any time.
[0038] System 1 preferably also comprises further sensor means (not shown), e.g. optical barriers, photocells, laser
sensors, etc., for determining the length LU of the last mail item in each group 2, 2’. Alternatively, the length LU of the
last mail item in each group may be assumed substantially constant and equal to a predetermined value.
[0039] System 1 advantageously comprises a control unit 4 connected functionally to at least first sensor means S1
and the respective drive means (not shown) of conveyor belt systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’, and which is designed to start and
stop conveyor belt systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’ on the basis of at least the initial positions P(i-1)0, Pi0 of heads 2H, 2H’, and the
lengths Li-1, Li of the (i-1)th and ith groups 2, 2’ of shingled mail items, so that the leading edge of the (i-1)th group 2 at
least overlaps the trailing edge of the ith group 2’ in a single merged group 30 of shingled mail items at relative intersection
CZi. Control unit 4 preferably also starts and stops conveyor belt systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’ on the basis of lengths LU(i-1),
LUi of the respective last items in the (i-1)th and ith groups.
[0040] Control unit 4 is preferably also connected functionally to second sensor means S2.
[0041] The target condition, in which two groups of shingled mail items are overlapped and merged perfectly as
described above, is shown in Figure 1C.
[0042] Similarly, Figure 5C shows the target overlap and merge condition of a number of groups of shingled mail items
into one merged group 30 substantially comprising adjacent groups 2, 2’, 2" merged two by two, with the leading edge
of the (i-1)th group at least overlapping the trailing edge of the ith group. Generally speaking, each group is characterized
by a length Li and an initial position Pi0 of its head, and is initially separated by a distance Di from a relative intersection
CZi with the (i-1)th group.
[0043] As will be obvious from the following description, by applying the method according to the invention to ultimately
adjacent pairs of groups of shingled mail items, it is possible to form a multiple merged group 30 of the type shown in
Figure 5C.
[0044] Figure 6 shows in greater detail the operations performed by control unit 4 to convey two or more groups 2, 2’
of shingled mail items to respective intersections zones CZi, i.e. to control starting and stopping of group conveyor belt
systems 3.
[0045] Firstly, block 100, control unit 4 determines at least the initial position Pi0 of the head 2H’ of each ith group of
shingled mail items to be conveyed and merged, and accordingly determines the length Li of the ith group and the distance
Di from the relative intersection CZi with a respective (i-1)th group.
[0046] Similarly, control unit 4 preferably determines the actual initial position of tail 2T’, and accordingly also calculates
length Li.
[0047] In other words, groups 2, 2’ are assumed to be initially motionless on the respective conveyor belt systems.
[0048] Next, block 101, the control unit temporarily zeroes the start-off time t1 of the first group.
[0049] In other words, block 101 basically assumes that the first group in the sequence of groups to be merged is the
one to be set in motion first. As explained below, the method according to the invention provides for (indirectly) determining
the truth of this assumption, and, if it is disproved, for correcting the sequence in which the various groups are set in motion.
[0050] Next, block 102, control unit 4 sets a counter i to 2, and, at block 103, resolves, with respect to variable ti, a
motion equation of the ith and (i-1)th groups, which defines the conditions by which, at a given following time tmerge, to
overlap/merge the two groups at intersection CZi as shown in Figure 1C (or Figure 5C in the case of more than two
groups). For which purpose, control unit 4 takes into account the values of the variables determined at block 100.
[0051] The groups to be conveyed and merged are preferably imposed a target overlap/merge condition, in which the
head 2H of the (i-1)th group overlaps the tail 2T’ of the ith group in such a manner as to trail behind the head of the last
mail item in the ith group by a distance S equal to the mean spacing of the shingled mail items in each group.
[0052] This relationship is expressed mathematically by the equation : 

where :

- P(i-1)_merge is the position of the head of the (i-1)th group at the merge time;
- pi_merge is the position of the tail of the ith group at the merge time;
- S is the mean spacing (known beforehand) of the shingled mail items in each group.
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[0053] Equations for calculating the position of the head/tail of each group at the merge time may be substituted in
equation (1).
[0054] This gives the following motion equation of the (i-1)th and ith groups : 

where :

- P(i-1)0 is the initial position of head 2H of the (i-1)th group;
- D(i-1) is the initial distance between head 2H of the (i-1)th group and the intersection zone CZi with the ith group;
- t(i-1) is the start-off time of the (i-1)th group;
- Pi0 is the initial position of the head 2H’ of the ith group;
- Li is the length of the ith group;
- LU(i-1) is the length of the last item in the (i-1)th group;
- Di is the initial distance between head 2H’ of the ith group and the intersection zone CZi with the (i-1)th group;

ti is the start-off time of the ith group;
- v is the travelling speed of conveyor belt systems 3, 3’;
- S is the mean spacing of the shingled mail items in groups 2, 2’.

[0055] The mean spacing of the shingled mail items in groups 2, 2’ may normally be used for S, but, in some cases -
for example, when groups 2, 2’ also contain particularly thick items - this may prove inaccurate and impair the efficiency
of the method.
[0056] To prevent this, an alternative embodiment imposes a target overlap/merge condition, in which the head 2H of
the (i-1)th group overlaps the tail 2T’ of the ith group in such a manner as to trail behind the head of the last mail item
in the ith group by a distance S* based on measured dimensions (typically length and thickness) of the two items
eventually contacting directly at the join. Accordingly, system 1 may advantageously comprise third sensor means (not
shown) for determining the actual thickness of head 2H, 2H’ and/or tail 2T, 2T’ of the (i-1)th and ith groups.
[0057] It should be noted that the term Pi0 - Li + LUi in equation (2) expresses the initial position of the head of the last
item in the ith group.
[0058] The t(i-1) value being imposed or calculated beforehand, and all the other quantities being known (i.e. imposed
beforehand as operating parameters of system 1, or measured by the sensors described, or calculated/estimated on
the basis of acquired quantities), equation (2) is easily resolvable with respect to variable ti.
[0059] In other words, each ti represents the start-off time of an ith group, determined with respect to the previously
determined start-off time ti-1 of the (i-1)th group, i.e. the absolute algebraic difference between them represents the time
lag with which the ith group must start off with respect to start-off of the (i-1)th group to merge the two groups correctly
as designed by the present invention.
[0060] When the advancement path of the ith group involves a change in direction, equation (2) is preferably modified
(see equation (3) below) by inserting a correction term to compensate for stretching, as typically occurs when a group
changes direction. In which case, the initial position of tail 2T’ of the ith group is given, not by Pi0 - Li + LUi, but by a
respective modified term (Pi0 - Li + LUi)MOD.
[0061] Mathematically, the modified initial position value of a direction-change ith group can be calculated using the
equation : 

where :

- Li is the initial length of the ith group;
- LUi is the length of the last item in the ith group;
- KS is the group stretch/contraction coefficient.

[0062] The value of group stretch/contraction coefficient KS substantially depends on the geometry of system 1 and
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the thickness of the group. For example, a coefficient KS value of roughly 1.05 - 1.10 may be assumed when the geometry
of system 1 causes the group to stretch.
[0063] At block 104, the control unit determines whether there are any other groups for conveying and merging. This
is done in known manner, e.g. using an optoelectronic sensor (S1) defining an optical path that is interrupted by any
mail items.
[0064] In the event of an affirmative response, block 104 goes on to a block 105, where control unit 4 increments
counter i by one unit, and then returns to block 103.
[0065] Conversely, in the event of a negative response, control unit 4 goes on to a block 106, where it searches for
the minimum start-off time ti_MIN of all the start-off times ti determined.
[0066] At the next block 107, control unit 4 subtracts the minimum start-off time ti_MIN from each start-off time ti to
calculate corrected start-off times ti* according to the equation: 

[0067] It should be noted that each start-off time ti may be greater than, less than, or equal to zero. More specifically,
ti_MIN may be greater than, less than, or equal to zero, so the operation performed in block 107 is an algebraic subtraction
(which takes into account the sign of ti_MIN).
[0068] In other words, if start-off times ti are all positive or zero, block 107 leaves them unchanged, i.e. each ti* = ti.
[0069] Alternatively, if at least one of start-off times ti is negative, control unit 4 determines the negative start-off time
with the highest absolute value, and subtracts it algebraically from all the start-off times to ’normalize’ them. In other
words, after block 107, all the start-off times ti are ’corrected’ so that none have a negative sign. In fact, the minimum
start-off time ti determined is replaced with a corresponding zero start-off time ti, and the group of mail items associated
with this start-off time is moved first, as explained below.
[0070] Finally, at block 108, control unit 4 carries out the conveying and merging procedure by moving each ith group
off at the corrected start-off times ti* calculated in block 107. In other words, each ith group is started off with a time lag,
equal to the respective modified start-off time ti*, with respect to the start time tSTART of the conveying and merging
procedure.
[0071] In other words, the control unit starts a number of timers, each associated with starting off an ith group of
shingled mail items.
[0072] Accordingly, control unit 4 moves conveyor belt systems 3, 3’ along respective paths to respective intersections
with respective time lags, equal to corrected start-off times ti*, with respect to the start time of the conveying and merging
procedure.
[0073] It should be noted that, in the example described with reference to the drawings and motion equations (1) and
(2) - possibly with the correction in equation (3) - conveyor belt systems 3, 3’ move respective groups of shingled mail
items all at the same constant speed v.
[0074] However, equations (1) and (2) may obviously be corrected to allow for movement at a non-constant speed.
[0075] For example, the constant v term in equations (1) and (2) may be replaced with a predetermined function vi(t)
describing, or at least approximating, the speed-time pattern of head 2H’ of each ith group, to take into account acceleration
and deceleration of the group along the respective path.
[0076] In the above description, all the path portions - each defined by one or more powered, single- or two-belt
conveyor systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’ - are assumed free at the start of the actual conveying and merging procedure, whereas,
in actual fact, this is obviously not always so, i.e. quite often, at least one of powered systems 3, 3’, 31, 31’ is temporarily
inaccessible, by already being engaged by another group in transit, or an intersection CZi is temporarily occupied.
[0077] This can be taken into account in a variation of the method according to the invention, in which an access time
lag ri is added to the corrected start-off times ti* calculated in block 107, depending on the engaged/free status of a
relative path portion, i.e. of a corresponding powered, single- or two-belt conveyor system 3, 3’, 31, 31’.
[0078] In other words, each group, particularly the one with the lowest corrected start-off time ti*, is set in motion with
a time lag ri with respect to the relative corrected start-off time, to allow the relative path to clear.
[0079] Accordingly, system 1 according to the invention may advantageously comprise access sensor means (not
shown), e.g. photocells, for instantly determining the engaged/free status of critical path portions, and which are preferably
located at the intersections CZi defined by system 1.
[0080] The advantages of the conveying and merging method and system according to the invention will be clear from
the above description.
[0081] In particular, the method according to the invention clearly provides, in a simple, low-cost manner, for merging
two or more groups of shingled mail items into one with a high degree of precision, reliability and repeatability, as typically
required in the mail processing sector.
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[0082] Moreover, because the groups of shingled mail items to be merged are set in motion in a start-off time sequence
that takes into account at least the initial position and actual length of the groups, the method according to the invention
prevents sagging and swelling of merged groups at the join, as frequently occurs in less precise systems.
[0083] Another important point to note is how the conveying and merging method and system according to the invention
also take into account the geometry of system 1, and in particular any change in direction and consequent stretching of
the groups, which may conveniently be compensated by adapting the motion equation of the groups to the actual
characteristics of the respective paths.
[0084] Clearly, changes may be made to the conveying and merging method and system as described and illustrated
herein without, however, departing from the protective scope of the accompanying independent Claims.

Claims

1. A method of conveying and merging, at a relative intersection zone (CZi), at least one (i-1)th group (2) of shingled
mail items with an ith group (2’) of shingled mail items, the method comprising the step of :

a) conveying said (i-1)th and ith groups (2, 2’), as of a start time (tSTART), along respective advancement paths
to said intersection zone (CZi);
the method being characterized by comprising the steps of :
b) determining, for each group (2, 2’) of shingled mail items to be conveyed and merged, at least the position
(P(i-1)0, Pi0) of its head (2H, 2H’) at said start time (tSTART), and the length Li of the ith group (2’); and
c) controlling start-off of each group (2, 2’) to said intersection zone (CZi) on the basis of at least said position
(P(i-1)0, Pi0) of its head (2H, 2H’) at said start time (tSTART), and said length Li-1, Li so that a leading edge of said
(i-1)th group (2) overlaps at least partially a trailing edge of said ith group (2’) to form a single merged group
(30) of shingled mail items at said intersection zone (CZi).

2. A method as claimed in Claim 1, wherein step c) of controlling start-off of each group (2, 2’) to the intersection zone
(CZi) comprises the steps of :

d) calculating (103) a start-off time (ti) for each group (2, 2’) at least on the basis of said position (P(i-1)0, Pi0); and
e) starting off each group (2, 2’) with a time lag (ti*), with respect to said start time (tSTART), calculated on the
basis of said start-off time (ti).

3. A method as claimed in Claim 1 or 2, wherein, to merge the groups, said step a) comprises the step of overlapping
the head (2H) of the (i-1)th group (2) on the tail (2T’) of the ith group (2’), so that said head (2H) trails behind the
head of the last mail item in the ith group (2’) by a distance (S) equal to the mean spacing of the shingled mail items
in each group.

4. A method as claimed in Claim 1 or 2, wherein, to merge the groups, said step a) comprises the step of overlapping
the head (2H) of the (i-1)th group (2) on the tail (2T’) of the ith group (2’), so that said head (2H) trails behind the
leading edge of the last mail item in the ith group (2’) by a distance (S*) based on the measured dimensions of the
head (2H) of the (i-1)th group (2) and the tail (2T’) of the ith group (2’).

5. A method as claimed in any one of Claims 2 to 4, wherein said start-off time (ti) of the ith group is also calculated
on the basis of :

- the position (P(i-1)0) of the head (2H) of the (i-1)th group at said start time (tSTART) ;
- the distance D(i-1), at said start time (tSTART), between the head (2H) of the (i-1)th group and said intersection
zone (CZi) with the ith group;
- the start-off time (t(i-1) of the (i-1)th group;
- the distance Di, at said start time (Tstart), between the head (2H’) of the ith group and said intersection zone
(CZi) with the (i-1)th group;
- the travelling speed (v) of said groups along their respective paths; and
- the mean spacing (S) of the shingled mail items in each group (2, 2’).

6. A method as claimed in Claim 5, wherein said respective start-off times (ti-1, ti) of said (i-1)th group and said ith
group (2, 2’) are related by the equation : 
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where tmerge represents the instant in which said (i-1)th group and said ith group (2, 2’) merge at the intersection
zone (CZi).

7. A method as claimed in any one of Claims 2 to 6, wherein said step e) of starting off each ith group comprises the
steps of :

f) determining the minimum start-off time (ti_MIN) of all the start-off times (ti) calculated; and
g) calculating a corrected start-off time (ti*) for each ith group by subtracting said minimum start-off time (ti_MIN)
algebraically from the relative start-off time (ti).

8. A method as claimed in any one of Claims 2 to 7, wherein said step e) of starting off each group (2, 2’) commences
with a time lag ri with respect to the relative corrected start-off time (ti*), so as to allow the relative path to clear.

9. A method as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 8, wherein, for each ith group whose path involves a change in
direction, the value of said position (Pi0) of the head (2H’) of the ith group at said start time (tSTART) is corrected on
the basis of a stretch coefficient KS of the group.

10. A conveying and merging system comprising :

- a number of conveyor systems (3, 3’; 31, 31’) for conveying at least one (i-1)th and one ith group (2, 2’) of
shingled mail items along respective paths, and merging them at a relative intersection (CZi);
- first sensor means (S1) located along the paths of said groups (2, 2’) to detect passage of the respective heads
(2H, 2H’) of the groups (2, 2’) and determine the respective positions (P(i-1)0, Pi0) of the heads at a start time
(tSTART) ; and
- a control unit (4) connected functionally to at least the first sensor means (S1) and to drive means of the
conveyor systems (3, 3’; 31, 31’), and programmed to control travel of each group (2, 2’) to said intersection
(CZi) using the method as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 9.

11. A system as claimed in Claim 10, and comprising second sensor means (S2) located along the paths of said groups
(2, 2’) to detect passage of the respective tails (2T, 2T’) of the groups (2, 2’).

12. A system as claimed in Claim 10 or 11, and comprising third sensor means located along the paths of said groups
(2, 2’) to determine the thickness of the respective tails (2T, 2T’) and/or heads (2H, 2H’) of the groups (2, 2’).

13. A system as claimed in Claim 10 or 12, and comprising access sensor means located along the paths of said groups
(2, 2’) to instantly determine the engaged/free status of relative portions of said paths.
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