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SUBJECT:
WG4 straw poll on dynamic table alternatives
This is an informal country straw poll (one vote per country) on action to be taken with respect to dynamic tables.  This poll results from a report by Mr. Karlin that users are concerned that dynamic tables are being removed from the COBOL revision.  WG4 had previously directed their removal in response to quality review comment J4/98-0481/8 (Attachment 1).  In document J4/99-0248 (Attachment 2), Mr. Karlin responds to comment 98-0481/8 and presents the views of his user constituency.

Mr. Karlin has prepared 2 documents describing a simplified version of dynamic tables:


J4/99-0152
Dynamic Table Simplification Concepts


J4/99-0153
Dynamic Table Simplification (a proposal that modifies dynamic tables)

Mr. Klein has prepared document 99-0137 for removal of dynamic tables.

This is a controversial issue that I am asking WG4 to resolve by this straw poll.  J4 has reviewed a first draft of Dynamic Table Simplification and has no recommendation. 

There are two options.  CHOOSE ONE:


____________       Remove dynamic tables  


____________       Simplify dynamic tables (similar to the manner in J4/99-0152 and J4/99-0153)




            (If you choose simplification, attach any comments you may have 




on 99-0152 and 99-0153)

Documents 99-0137, 99-0152, and 99-0153 are available on the J4 website at:


http://people.ne.mediaone.net/doncobol/index.html             (look for them by number in the list)

If you cannot obtain the documents from the web site, let me know and I will send them to you either as e-mail attachments or by fax (let me know which you prefer).  If you have any questions, let me know.

Please return your poll to me by June 28, 1999, by e-mail (nwallace@us.ibm.com) or fax (408 463-4344).  Let me know if you need additional time.

Regards,

Ann Wallace,

Convener

ISO/IEC JTC1/SC22/WG4 - COBOL

Attachment 1

Quality review comment J4 98-0481/8:

Submitted by:     IBM

Page 309, 13.17.36, OCCURS clause  (dynamic-table form):   

The dynamic table feature is very clumsily designed, with many artificial characteristics, and attempts to simplify have not been very successful.

The original idea of adding dynamic tables as a way of providing basic dynamic memory management to COBOL, avoiding dynamic allocation and pointers, is no longer important, since based items and pointers have been added to the language.  The value of dynamic tables overlaps directly with the based item and pointer features.

Dynamic tables may introduce implementation-dependent semantics, since increments of storage "may be noncontiguous".  Thus some implementors may implement noncontiguous increments, and others may implement contiguous allocations, by moving the table when it is expanded.  Such differences result in different semantics, such as when a pointer is set to the address of an item in a table.  Is the pointer invalidated when the table is extended?  Similar questions arise for a pointer that is defined within a dynamic table.

The table maximum is a very strange construct, since it is changeable.  Dynamic tables have both a current size and a current maximum size associated with them.  This is likely to be confusing in practice.  Since the maximum is arbitrarily changeable, there is no ability for an implementation to improve performance characteristics by exploiting knowledge of the maximum.

The syntax is confusing, and does not fit the usual "English-like" syntax of COBOL.  E.g. 

03 info occurs 1 time depending on N dynamic.

The rule that specification of VALUE clauses are not honored, except for the INITIALIZE statement, results in programs that will be highly misleading to the typical COBOL programmer.

Dynamic tables have only a modest increase in value over existing Occurs Depending On.  The value is especially reduced by not allowing them to be specified in FD records.  Their presence has complicated the rules of several other elements and we are not certain all problems have been uncovered.  

It is best to delete dynamic tables from the draft standard. 

Attachment 2

Text of J4 99-0248, Response to Quality review document 98-0481/8:
Author:
Robert A. Karlin

I agree with most of the points made by 98-0481/8, however I believe that 99-0152 and 99-0153 answer most if not all of the reviewers concerns.

Though the DYNAMIC table feature does overlap with the based item and pointer features, I believe that it is much more COBOL like and easier for a COBOL programmer to understand and use properly.  The main reason that my constituency wishes this feature is to provide for the following two cases:

1) Quickly fixing or preventing the 02:00 phone call without rewriting the entire program.  Even though the coding necessary to manually increase the table size is more complicated than the original proposal, it is trivial compared to rewriting using pointers and based items, as well as being less prone to programmer error.

2) Providing for the “once a month” situation of processing more transactions than is processed during a “daily” cycle.  In these cases, many shops either allocate thirty or forty times the memory necessary in order to handle these cases, or have two versions of the same program, providing the maintenance difficulties of parallel source.

The point made by the review as to “contiguous” and “non-contiguous” storage is actually irrelevant to the feature, and all references that still exist should be removed from the standard.  It is up to the implementor to decide what scheme he will use, and to hide it from the user.  Though this is much more machine intensive than straight code, my constituency believes that this is an incredibly small price to pay for this feature.

Pointers per se are a dangerous and easily misused feature.  The implications of using them with dynamic tables are no more or less a problem than freeing storage currently pointed to by a saved pointer.  Since there is no longer automatic expansion of the tables, objections that the compiler is doing things behind the back of the programmer can be now dismissed.  Many schemes can be proposed to guarantee the validity of pointers if the implementor wishes to rearrange storage.  If this is the major concern, choose to simplify tables and either prohibit pointers into a dynamic table or to note that pointers must be refreshed after a manual expansion.  Either will solve the pointer problem.

There is no confusion amongst my constituency between the idea of a table limit, and a table maximum.  Programmers deal with limits of all types, imposed by hardware, software, application etc.   Using the proper terminology is important for clarity, but that is true for the entire standard.

I agree totally that the syntax is confusing, which is why it has been modified to require the TO phrase.  

   03 info occurs 1 to 10 times depending on N dynamic.

This is no more complex than most other COBOL constructs in the data division.

The rule on specification of VALUE clauses may seem to be confusing, however my constituency does not believe so.  Since we have removed automatic expansion, the overhead for automatic initialization is not great.  If this is a major concern, consider disallowing VALUE clauses. 

I and my user constituency believe strongly that this feature is an important part of the new standard, and should not be discarded.

Note:  The author of this comment represents the Special Interest Group for COBOL of Interex, the HP Users Group.  The direction indicated was approved by the majority of 150 members that attended the INTEREX IPROF meeting in March.
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