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The US is concerned about the need for the OCR-B and associated standard reference materials and asks that SC 2 consider this document and make some decisions.  In particular, the US National Institute of Science and Technology needs ISO direction on the disposition of its OCR-B reference drawings.


Background


ISO 1073-2 states that standard reference drawings of the OCR-B glyphs are available from ECMA and the US National Bureau of Standards (now NIST, National Institute of Science and Technology).  However, the availability of the standard reference drawings is unclear.  NIST has withdrawn its Standards Reference Materials (SRMs) for OCR-B and is not selling or maintaining its leftover stock of SRMs.  In addition, at the time of this writing, ECMA was verifying that it still has the original OCR-B reference drawings.


The reference drawings were 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.  In 1993, the last year that ECMA sold any copies, only two were sold.  NIST has sold no copies since 1987.


Concerns


NIST needs to know what to do with its remaining reference materials.


NIST is willing to transfer its drawings to an organization designated by ISO but needs direction from ISO.


Does ECMA still have the original drawings?


Mr. Hart has contacted Mr. Jan van den Beld, the ECMA Secretary General, to ask him if the original ECMA drawings still exist.  Mr. van den Beld replied that the drawings were given to the company that did the copying for ECMA, and that he needed to verify that they still had them.  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, then ISO needs to decide what to do.


Are OCR standards still required?


The character recognition technology of 1997 is much more sophisticated than the technology available in the 1970s when the OCR-B standard was adopted.  Specifically, technology can now reliably recognize glyphs from the Times and Helvetica fonts just as reliably as the OCR-B glyphs.  Consequently, the US questions the need for an OCR-B standard and continued availability of the associated reference drawings.


Should responsibility for the OCR-B standard be transferred to SC 31?


The US suggests that OCR appears to be closer to the work of SC 31 than SC 2.


Suggested Actions for ISO


Decide if the OCR standards should be transferred from SC 2 to SC 31.


Decide if OCR-B reference documents are still required.


Formally respond to NIST and tell them if the NIST reference documents should be forwarded and where, or if NIST can dispose of the reference documents (e.g., to a museum).


