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COMMENTS:

During the initial stages of development of this revision of the Standard, when “free-form” reference format was first being developed and the previous Standard’s rules on A-Margin versus B-Margin were being removed, it was “planned” that some rules would be added to require certain items that previously were required to be coded beginning in the A-margin to be the first non-blank (not debugging indicator) entry in the “program-text area”.  In fact Ms Wallace developed and submitted a proposal to do this. For various reasons, the original paper was not adopted and this has never come back on J4’s agenda.  On the other hand, we (J4, WG4, and the members of each) have heard informal concern from programmers about the “user-unfriendly” nature of allowing these items to be coded in the middle of a source line (with syntax before and after them on the same source line).

Personally, I am not convinced that having any restriction forcing these items to be the “first” items on a source line would be a good thing.  However, neither am I convinced that such a restriction would not improve readability and maintainability of COBOL source code. I am submitting this paper so that J4 (and WG4) can revisit this issue and (before we hear about it during the upcoming Public Reviews), we can come to a consensus on what “we all” really think is the best thing for COBOL.  It should be noted that if the Standard does require these items to be the first items on a source line, it would be entirely possible for an implementation to remove the restriction (as an extension) should their users request it. On the other hand, there is no “easy” way for an implementor to “add” the restriction if the Standard does not include it.

Before providing some draft wording, I wanted to mention one other set of questions that could be considered IF there is direction to add any restriction.  The question is whether this restriction should just be for fixed-form reference format or whether the Standard should also include it for free-form reference format.  Another possibility would be to add a new “keyword” to the SOURCE FORMAT directive (and this keyword could be restricted to an option on “fixed” or it could apply to both formats). Providing this “user selectable” nature via the SOURCE FORMAT directive might be the best solution – to please “all” users and implementors.

Depending on what decisions are made on the questions raised above, the following is a (draft) rule that I think could be added (but where would depend upon whether the restriction is universal, universal for a specific type of reference format, or user-selectable),

nn) The following syntactic elements, when coded, shall either be the first non-blank element within the program text area or shall be preceded only by a floating debugging indicator (including any surrounding spaces) in the program text area:

· Division Header

· Section Header

· Paragraph Header

· All Level Indicators (CD, FD, RD, and SD)

· The Level Numbers:

· 01

· 77

· End Marker

