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1.   CD 1.8

2. J4/00-0369

There is a misunderstanding in 00-0369 about the use of UTF-8.  The codeset of alphabet UTF-8 (and the other alphabets) is used for conversion to and from internal representation during I/O operations; i.e., when the CODESET clause is used for a file.  Therefore, the standard does not require or permit UTF-8 to be used internally for usage NATIONAL.  It does permit UTF-8 to be used in files.

The last paragraph of C.11, Character sets, explains alphabets.  They work the same say they did in COBOL 85.  If people are confused, I have no objection to improving the documentation.  C.11 seems complete to me, but what do I know.  8.1.3, Alphabets, on page 62 is not complete, so both should be updated.  SPECIAL-NAMES could be revised to indicate the purpose of alphabets.  A note could be added to indicate they are not, by virtue of being an alphabet, used for internal storage. 

There is absolutely no reason to remove UTF-8 and UCS-4 from the ALPHABET clause.  UTF-8 is expected to be commonly used for interchange and UCS-4 is the only form of 10646 that has no kinks.

Regarding this statement:    "… make it clear that the term national character coincides with a printable character, or the smallest indivisible element of the written language, call it what you will." - - -

PIC N corresponds to a character as defined in ISO 10646.  At one time, I believe this was said but I cannot find it now.  That is, PIC N is one "code-point" or "element" in the character set.  In UCS-2, that is a 2-octet element; in UCS-4, that is a 4-octet element.  These elements may or may not correspond to a printable image.  A composite sequence may consist of a base character and several combining characters, which together form a printable image that may or may not itself be what we think of as a character.  A decomposed character may consist of more than one character - for example, e and ' which print over each other (sometimes).  In UTF-16, 2 adjacent elements (4 octets) together can form a printable image.  There are characters that form no image (a non-spacing blank for example).  And the character set is still evolving so who knows what will come.

These features of Unicode/10646 pose challenges for the computer industry but that is not stopping Unicode from becoming part of the infrastructure of computing. 

Several years back, SC22 held a series of ad hoc meetings on character handling to come up with recommendations for supporting ISO 10646 in programming languages.  Some of you may recall that the recommendation was first to support the level 1 characters (no combining characters) but allow level 2 and 3 characters, so that vendors or users could develop methods of handling the data.  The COBOL draft addresses the first level of support.

Reports to me are that no-one in the industry is trying to process composite sequences as a single entity.  The industry is wrestling with 2 processing problems:

1. UTF-16 surrogates

2. decomposed characters for which there is also a composed form

The near-term problem for COBOL is how to protect surrogates from truncation and half-zone access.  The solutions I know about involve special checks for truncation of UTF-16 half-zones and checks when indexing into a data item.  The current draft does not have those checks because we have tried to remain independent of the native encoding.  However, it may be time to consider how we will introduce special handling for UTF-16 surrogates into COBOL.   
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