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Subject:	Reference Information for ISO 1073-2 (OCR-B)


Action Requested:	Consider for recommendations to ISO


Mr. Michael Hogan of NIST contacted me concerning disposition of its remaining copies of the OCR-B reference documents.  (See Attachment A.)  I recommend that L2, as the US TAG for the OCR-B standard, review the information provided in this document and take the appropriate actions to resolve the concerns.


Background


ISO 1073-2 states that reference drawings of the OCR-B glyphs are available from ECMA and NBS (now NIST, National Institute of Science and Technology).  However, according to Mr. Hogan, “NIST has withdrawn its Standards Reference Materials (SRMs)for OCR-B and is not selling or maintaining its leftover stock of SRMs.”  In addition, after ECMA withdrew from SC 2 activities, it is unclear if ECMA still has the original reference drawings.


I assume that the reference drawings are used by font vendors to ensure that their OCR-B font matches the standard glyphs, and by developers of OCR equipment to ensure that the equipment correctly distinguishes the glyph images and converts them character codes.


According to Mr. Karl Larsson (the editor of the revision to OCR-B), OCR-B is still widely used and consequently, the reference materials are still required.  However, sales of the reference documents from ECMA and from NIST have been minimal.  The last year that ECMA sold copies was in 1993 and only two copies were sold.  NIST has sold no copies since 1987.


At the WG 3 Meeting in Crete in July, Mr. Larsson stated that for a new OCR-B standard to be adopted, testing was required to verify that the glyphs in the new set were distinguishable.  However, he was unable to do such testing himself or to identify organizations willing to do it.  Consequently, he recommended to WG 3 that the work on the standard be stopped and that the DTR be converted into an ISO Technical Report.  More recently in November, he said that there was some interest in adding the Euro currency symbol to the revised set of OCR-B glyphs.


Concerns


Does ECMA still have the original drawings?


I have contacted Mr. Jan van den Beld, the ECMA Secretary General, to ask him to verify if the original ECMA drawings still exist.  If ECMA still has the original drawings and is willing to continue to sell them, then ISO can request NIST to forward its remaining materials to ECMA.  If ECMA no longer has the drawings or if ECMA wishes to stop distributing them on behalf of ISO, the ISO needs to obtain a new volunteer organization for this effort.


Are the reference drawings still a reasonable way to provide the reference glyphs?


Sales of the reference drawings by ECMA and NIST have been extremely small, except for shortly after OCR-B was adopted.  Also photographically reproducing the large drawings requires specialized equipment and is expensive.  As an alternative to the reference drawings, Mr. Larsson had suggested using newer technology, like outline glyphs according to ISO/IEC 9541 (essentially, outline glyphs according to Adobe Type 1 fonts), and incorporated this into the DTR.  


If specifying outline-glyphs appears better, is the effort worthwhile?


This might be worthwhile only if the outline glyphs already exist and it did not entail much work to create and package the new set of glyphs.  For additions to OCR-B, Mr. Larsson created new glyphs for the revised text using Adobe Type 3 Font technology.  If one of the font vendors on behalf of ISO were willing to add Mr. Larsson’s glyphs to its own outline glyphs for the current OCR-B standard and then license the collection of outline glyphs, this may be a better alternative than the reference drawings.  Informally, I have asked one of the font vendors if it might be willing to do this but have not received an answer.


Do any of your organizations want to participate in testing the distinguishability of the glyphs in the proposed new OCR-B?


Suggested Actions for L2


To resolve the concerns, I suggest the following actions:


Decide if specifying the glyphs using outline-font technology is a better alternative than reference drawings, and if L2 should pursue this alternative further.


Confirm with ECMA whether it still has the OCR reference drawings.


Inform SC 2 of the decision of NIST to stop selling the OCR-B reference drawings and request that SC 2 decide and inform NIST if SC 2 wants NIST to send its remaining copies to a volunteer designated by ISO.





�
Attachment:  E-mail from Michael Hogan, NIST


To:	“Hart, Edwin F.” <� HYPERLINK "mailto:HartEF1@bisdpo1.bisdnet.jhuapl.edu" ��HartEF1@bisdpo1.bisdnet.jhuapl.edu�>


From:	Mike Hogan <� HYPERLINK "mailto:m.hogan@nist.gov" ��m.hogan@nist.gov�>


Subject:	Re: OCR-B Drawings


Cc:	Shirley Radack <� HYPERLINK "mailto:shirley.radack@nist.gov" ��shirley.radack@nist.gov�>, Mike McCabe <� HYPERLINK "mailto:r.mccabe@nist.gov" ��r.mccabe@nist.gov�>, Kate McMillan <� HYPERLINK "mailto:kmcmillan@itic.nw.dc.us" ��kmcmillan@itic.nw.dc.us�>


Dear Ed,


I have checked on the status of the NIST (NBS) Standard Reference Materials (SRMs) for the OCR-B characters.  NIST has withdrawn these SRMs.  However, we still have some sets of some of these reference drawings.  I have a paper copy of the old NBS SRM certificate and can send you one if you wish.  I believe we have our master drawings as well.  I and Mike McCabe were scheduled to do an inventory today of what we still have but Mike McCabe is now hospitalized and any further checking will have to wait.


Some further information which may assist you is:  our master drawings are derived from the ECMA master drawings; our reference drawings are for the constant strokewidth fonts (not the letterpress fonts); and our drawings are photographic reproductions (silver halide film emulsions on a polyester base) and should inherently have a long shelf-life even though they are now about twenty years old.


If, after checking with ECMA, you determine that no one is still offering OCR-B reference drawings and ISO/IEC JTC 1 SC 2 would like to remedy this, it should be possible for NIST to transfer its reference drawings to someone designated by SC 2, if this would help.  If SC 2 decides upon an alternative approach, NIST will probably decide to dispose of our remaining OCR-B material which is still around only by chance.


Please let me know what SC 2 finds out from ECMA .


Also, you may want to copy X3A1 on all of this since I believe ANSI X3.49 (OCR-B) is still on the books.  If so, is it clear who has the U.S. TAG assignment for ISO 1073-2?


  


Good Luck,  


Mike Hogan





At 02:16 PM 8/20/96 -0400, you wrote:


>Dear Mike,


>


>ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC 2/WG 3 is in the process of revising OCR-B (ISO 1073-2). 


> After the SC 2/WG 2 meeting in Quebec, the editor asked me to verify 


>information about NIST being the source of reference material for OCR-B.


>


>The section 14.3 references ECMA and National Institute of Science and 


>Technology [it actually references your old NBS name.] as a source of the 


>reference drawings.


>


>1.  Does NIST still sell these?


>2.  If so, will NIST continue to sell them?


>3.  If not, from whom may someone obtain this material?


>4.  What is the address of the organization selling the material?


>


>Thanks,


>Ed Hart


>(member of US X3L2 committee)
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