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COMMENTS:

Reference 2 introduces new syntax (allowed at the group level only) of “GROUP  IS BIT /  NATIONAL ". As has been (significantly) discussed in the J4 email distribution list, this means that the same source program could have:



(in Working-Storage Section)

05
aGroup Group National.

10 aNational  Pic NN.

(in Report Section)


05 anElementary Pic N Group National.

The first case uses the new “GROUP IS NATIONAL” syntax while the second uses the “GROUP INDICATE” and “USAGE NATIONAL” syntax (omitting the optional words “INDICATE” and “USAGE”). Although it would be possible for a compiler to distinguish the two “constructs” (i.e. so far no one has found any ambiguous source code), it is certainly user-hostile and would lead to error-prone coding.

The purpose of this document is to get this topic on the J4 agenda and to refer those interested in this topic to the J4 email distribution list correspondence on the PROs and CONs of several “solutions” to this problem (up to and including the removal of the entire new “GROUP IS” facility – at least for NATIONAL items).

NOTE: Personally, I see no reason WHY the “GROUP IS NATIONAL” syntax needs to be introduced.  I understand (I think) the reasoning for GROUP IS BIT functionality (although I am not certain that its benefits outweigh its problems), but I still can’t see the reasons for GROUP NATIONAL.  I have heard no “user demand” for it (from those implementations already supporting a “national usage”) and I have yet to see any case where the following type of code couldn’t fully support everything you would want to do with code like that listed above.


Replace:

05
aGroup Group National.

10
aNational  Pic NN.

10
aNation2
Pic N.


With:

05
aGroup Pic NNN Usage National.

05

redefines aGroup.

10
aNational  Pic NN.

10
aNation2
Pic N.

I will not reiterate all the issues raised in the email discussions, but did want to raise one other (possible) issue.  Even if the “GROUP IS BIT/NATIONAL” syntax is revised, it is really the Report Section example that is actually misleading.  The fact that “INDICATE” is an optional word exists in the ’85 Standard and, therefore, cannot be eliminated without introducing a real source code incompatibility.  In the past, it has been the consensus of J4 (and WG4?) members that “relaxing” restrictions (going from more restrictive to less restrictive) rules does NOT require going thru the “OBSOLETE” category (cf. the removal of the A‑margin/B‑margin restrictions).  However, I know of no case where J4 (or WG4) has discussed moving from less restrictive to more restrictive.  I think that this case (having the word “INDICATE” be optional) is a good candidate for this type of change to the Standard.  

Therefore, I would suggest that J4 (and WG4) at least consider making the “optionality of the word INDICATE” in the GROUP INDICATE syntax an OBSOLETE feature. In other words, although this (upcoming) Standard would allow source such as “GROUP NATIONAL” to mean “GROUP INDICATE USAGE NATIONAL,” this would be removed in the next Standard (after the one currently in draft). This might be a controversial suggestion (in which case I would say that little time should be spent on it) but I do think that it might well solve a problem for future COBOL Standards, implementations, and users – without introducing any significant (new) restrictions and more importantly would lead to easier to maintain and understandable report writer source code.

