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J4/00-0148 Attribute clause description

I think the ATTRIBUTE clause leaves some issues undecided. Fonts are internationally recognized and are not, on the whole, dependent on a particular vendor. Besides, there are serious quality-of-implementation and portability concerns. So these issues must not be resolved by leaving them for the implementer to decide. 

I should like to propose the following for inclusion as OPEN ISSUES: 

1. The keyword STYLE rather than ATTRIBUTE is the de-facto standard in currently in use. It may be better  to retain that unless there's a good reason to change it.

2. Should the ATTRIBUTE clause be allowed on 01-level, LINE- and COLUMN-level entries also? Current implementations allow it (though they don't solve the problem of variable pitch) and it's hard to see how this feature can be really useful when confined just to the RD. However extending it to lower levels makes the rules of operation far too complex for it to be included in this standard.

3. The rules of the ATTRIBUTE clause are formulated specifically for variable-pitch fonts. However in practice most applications will still require fixed-pitch fonts, so the programmers will want to use the ATTRIBUTE clause just to change some minor characteristic such as the basic pitch (10cpi to 12cpi) or what in 3800-type printer terms is called the "FCB" (forms control block) or maybe to COURIER or a bolder character set or even from landscape to portrait. The ATTRIBUTE clause places unnecessary restrictions on this type of usage because it assumes variable pitch.

4. The rules of the ATTRIBUTE clause imply a fixed horizontal grid of columns. What is the width of a column? The smallest character size of the font? The widest character size? The average character size? Independent of the font? (If so, what pitch? 10cpi? 12cpi?) This question is not academic - it has serious practical implications.

5. How does the variable pitch of the ATTRIBUTE clause check for column overlap? For example, in:

RD  ...  ATTRIBUTE IS TIMES-ROMAN.

...

  O3  LINE 1.

O5  COLUMN 1      PIC X(10)    SOURCE W-TEXT.

O5  COLUMN 9   VALUE "X".

if W-TEXT contains "QQQQQQQQQQ" as opposed to "IIIIIIIIII" will an EC-REPORT-COLUMN-OVERLAP exception be raised?  (In the last item of the line there could also be an EC-REPORT-LINE-WIDTH exception.)

6. Similar question for the vertical direction. Some fonts have a variable height. How does this affect the page limit and the page-fit rules?

7. The ATTRIBUTE clause currently prohibits the relative form of the COLUMN clause ("COLUMN PLUS n" (page 288)). The relative COLUMN is very widely used nowadays. So if a programmer tries to enhance a report by adding an ATTRIBUTE clause to an existing RD, it's very likely to be unusable. This seems a pity, to say the least, as relative columns would be especially useful with variable pitch! It would be best to try to work out a rule for relative columns.
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