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COMMENTS:

Reference 2 revises the definition of the R-margin (for fixed-form reference format) to,

“Margin R is immediately to the right of the rightmost character position of the program-text area.  The rightmost character position of the program-text area is a fixed position defined by the implementor.”
Similarly, the existing definitions (in Reference 1) for the following terms all reference “characters,”  “character positions,” or “positions”:

· Margin L 

· Margin C

· Margin A 

· The sequence number 

· The indicator area 

However, there is no explicit explanation of “what type” of “character” these definitions refer to. In fact, the earlier section of “Reference Format,” (in a section that applies to both fixed-form and free-form reference format) it explicitly states,

“c) The implementor shall specify the meaning of lines and character positions.

NOTE — The previous COBOL standard did not state what kind of characters were used, but alphanumeric was generally assumed.”

It seems to me that the entire meaning and reason for existence of “fixed-form” reference format is that it explicitly require that each and every source line be the same physical length.  The current wording seems to make this optional (at best) – as the “program-text area” in one source line could include 60 alphanumeric characters and another line could include 60 national characters and another line could include a mixture of the two.  In (almost?) all implementations, this would allow for “different physical line lengths.”

I believe that this could be “fixed” in the draft to meet the expectation of all (?) users and implementors for “fixed-form reference format” by doing any of the following (in fixed-form reference format ONLY):

1. Change “characters” to “bytes” 

2. Change “characters” to “alphanumeric characters”

3. Add a rule (for fixed-form reference format only), that the implementor could use any definition of “characters” but that this must be a definition that takes the same storage for each “character” and which counts any “control characters” needed to shift from one to another.

4. (Least desirable) to explicitly document that “fixed-form reference format” does NOT require (guarantee) a fixed storage size for each and every source line.

It should be noted that it is “imperative” that the definition(s) for “free-form reference format” continue to allow for the mixing of (up to) 255 characters of any type.  Again, this is what most users and implementors are expecting of the new format – and it should introduce no incompatibilities or difficulties for existing implementations (and their existing extensions).

Finally, should there be any doubt that limiting fixed-form reference format to a specific number of bytes (or alphanumeric character positions) would limit or constrain the development of “national character only” source code, with the recent inclusion of the “>>D” debugging indicator and “new-style” literal continuation, and the existing support for the “*>” and “>>PAGE” features in fixed-form reference format, there would be NO functional type of source line that couldn’t be coded in all national characters – even in fixed-form reference format.

