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COMMENTS:

The purpose of this paper is to (officially) document several issues related to the “Decimal-Point is Comma” clause and its implications for the Standard - especially for compile-time processing.  These issues have been raised unofficially via the J4 list-server, but I felt it important that they not get lost in the ongoing process of resolving quality review comments.

1) I am presenting them as questions and it is certainly possible that each of the items could get a separate (unrelated) answer.  However, I have also tried to provide some possible suggestions for handling them - and the PROs and CONs of a “consistent” solution.

2) In the COPY/REPLACING statement, is the validity of the format of literal-3 and literal-4 subject to the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause?

A) When there is a compile-time arithmetic expression that includes a non-integer numeric literal, is that literal subject to the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause?

3) When an Intrinsic Function’s “Returned Value” rule is defined with an “equivalent arithmetic expression,” does the draft Standard adequately allow for a source unit with the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause?
B) ISSUES:

C) In my informal notes related to these questions, I indicated that I was not certain whether the current LOCALE might also have some or all of these same issues.  However, since then, I have looked more closely at LOCALE processing.  As far as I can tell, with the exception of the alphanumeric or national literal in NUMVAL‑C, the LOCALE setting (explicit or implicit) never impacts the way that a numeric literal is coded within a source program.  Therefore, I believe that LOCALE is NOT a real issue for these questions.  If I am in error and there are times that a LOCALE can impact how a numeric literal is coded (not just processed), then this should be looked at too.

D) The formation rules for literal-3 and literal-4 in the COPY/REPLACING statement should be looked at in terms of “upward compatibility” (i.e., whatever way the draft is changed or left, should be compatible with the ’85 Standard rules - or a substantive change should be documented). For the other two questions, I can see no issues related to compatibility with prior Standards.

E) When J4 (and WG4) decide how best to handle these questions, I think they should at least consider the possibility of a future enhancement to COBOL which includes “implicit de-editing” of numeric literals.  I believe that this is already in the post-Plan-B candidate list.  I have certainly heard programmers wonder why they can’t use “1,234,567.89” (without quotation marks) in a source program where a numeric literal is required. I would hope this upcoming Standard would not cause problems for a future Standard that might want to add this enhancement.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

I) I think it would be “really nice” if the answer to questions 1 and question 2 could be consistent, (i.e., if you pay attention to DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA for COPY/REPLACING, that you also pay attention to it for compile-time arithmetic expressions). Similarly, I would hope that the rules for how both of these items are processed would be consistent throughout a source unit - not different depending on whether they are coded before, after, or in the middle of the SPECIAL-NAMES paragraph.

II) Although there is a theoretical upward compatibility issue in stating that literal-3 and literal-4 of the COPY/REPLACING statement must use a period (full-stop) as the decimal-point,  I STRONGLY doubt that any existing compiler actually does syntax checking of this statement based on the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause.  Therefore, I would suggest (with at least some reservation) that both COPY/REPLACING and compile-time arithmetic expressions be documented as requiring the use of a period (full-stop) as the decimal point - regardless of whether they occur before or after the SPECIAL-NAMES paragraph and regardless of what implicit or explicit setting is specified for the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause.

III) If J4 and WG4 decide that it is best to guarantee upward compatibility from the ’85 Standard for COPY/REPLACING, then I think that the draft should be modified to make it explicit that EITHER a comma or a period (full-stop) may be used in both COPY/REPLACING and compile-time arithmetic expressions - again REGARDLESS of any SPECIAL-NAMES setting of DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA.

IV) Paragraph “15.3 Returned values” (Page 554) should have a sentence added.  Currently it states,

“An equivalent arithmetic expression is a formal definition that defines the relationship among a function, its arguments, and its returned value. In the presentation of the equivalent arithmetic expressions where there is a variable number of occurrences of an argument, the rules may contain an equivalent arithmetic expression for one, two, and n occurrences.”

I would suggest that a sentence similar to the following be added,

“In the presentation of the equivalent arithmetic expression where a period is used to represent a decimal-point, the returned value shall be processed as if the decimal-point were presented as a comma if the DECIMAL-POINT IS COMMA clause is present in the source unit.”
