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Computer Output Data Retrieval 

ORIGINATOR: 

Division of Disbursement 

Bureau of Accounts-Fiscal Service 

Department of the Treasury 

Washington, D.C. 20220 

O B J E C T I V E . To evaluate and operate a 
microform data storage and retrieval system 
that will result in significant tangible savings 
and operational improvements in the check 
inquiry activity. 

B A C K G R O U N D . The Division of Dis­
bursement—one of five divisions in the Bu­
reau of Accounts—functions as a service 
organization providing centralized disbursing 
facilities to about 1,600 civilian agency offices 
of the Executive Branch of the Government. 
I ts primary mission is issuing Government 
checks and savings bonds. During the last 
fiscal year, the Division issued 425 million 
checks with a face value of about $100 billion. 
The centralized disbursement activity is car­
ried out by 10 regional disbursement offices 
located throughout the United States. 

A record is made of each Government 
check issued. This record is used as a basic 
source of reference in the processing of 
check nonreceipt claims and various types of 
inquiries. No other permanent record of 
checks is prepared or maintained. Prior to 
1949, all of the disbursement check records 
were in the form of paper copies. These copies 
were costly both to produce as well as service. 
Storage of the records became an increasingly 
serious problem as did the deterioration of 
the paper. 

To resolve this growing storage and 
maintenance problem, a microform system 
was adopted in 1950 that proved relatively 
effective until increasing workload again cre­
ated problems in the late 1950's. After a three-
year evaluation of improved methods and 
equipment, the Treasury Department settled 

on a combination magnetic tape and micro­
film system. The analysis of the various sys­
tem proposals was based primarily on quality, 
cost, and speed. One of the real breakthroughs 
came from the fact that magnetic tape systems 
were already integrated in the production of 
the checks. Thus, the adopted system per­
mitted the disbursement offices to move from 
the high speed method of microfilming checks 
into an ultra-high-speed system of preparing 
microfilm directly from the already edited 
magnetic tape. 

T H E N E W M E T H O D . The computer-
microfilming system, now commonly called 
the COM (computer output microfilm), ac­
cepts check issue data from the magnetic tape 
produced for the check writing function and 
converts the tape's binary-coded bits to 
human-readable characters on 16-mm. micro­
film. This process is performed by a Digiprint 
COM recorder that displays the characters on 
a cathode ray tube in a frame format. 

In addition to serving their own disburse­
ment needs, the Chicago-based system dupli­
cates microfilm records of recurring benefit 
payment checks for use by other administra­
tive agencies for security backup purposes. 
The Chicago office also duplicates the micro­
film record of benefit payment checks for 55 
regional offices of the Veterans Administra­
tion (VA). This arrangement allows VA to 
deal personally with veterans and their de­
pendents concerning the average of 8,000 
monthly check payment problems. 

Search actions relative to check payment 
problems are usually generated through per­
sonal inquiry at any of the regional offices. 
Claims clerks receiving the query initially 
record all known information on a claim form 
that is passed to search clerks located in the 
microfilm file area. As check issue records are 
controlled by check serial number sequence, 
microfilm cartridges are positioned in the 
storage container to show their range of num­
bers. The searcher places the proper cartridge 
in the reader and, with knowledge of the 
cartridge's number range and the number be­
ing searched, is able to quickly bring the 
proper image within close proximity of the 
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viewing screen before making a detailed ex­
amination. Once the proper record is found, 
the search clerk completes the form and 
passes it to the claim clerk for final action. 

R E M A R K S . The use of microfilm in the 
check handling function has had a profound 
effect on the Division of Disbursement's pro­
ductivity. In 1949 one employee could, in 
effect, completely process about 61,000 checks 
per year. Currently each employee handles 
299,000 checks, or five times as many. The 

elimination of paper check issue records in 
favor of microfilm and the consistent im­
provement in the microfilming techniques 
contribute substantially to this increase in 
productivity. 

Film is now being produced at the rate of 
over 1 V2 million check record images per day. 
A single roll of microfilm holds 102,000 check 
records. From the standpoint of effectiveness, 
the current system enables check issue records 
to be produced 70 times faster than the old 
paper copy system permitted. 
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COMPUTER OUTPUT DATA RETRIEVAL 
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Response 

1. Check i s s u e r e c o r d s da ta in 
m a g n e t i c t ape f o r m a t f o r w a r d e d 
weekly by d i s b u r s e m e n t office 
r eg ions to Chicago d i s b u r s e m e n t 
r eg ion by a i r m a i l . 

2 . Magne t i c t ape c o n v e r t e d to 
r e a d a b l e c h a r a c t e r s on m i c r o f i l m 
by COM r e c o r d e r p r o g r a m . 

3 . F i l m p r o c e s s o r p r o d u c e s 
16-mm s i l v e r hal ide m i c r o f i l m 
pos i t i ve . 

4 . Dup l i ca to r p r o d u c e s m i c r o ­
f i lm nega t ive cop ies which a r e 
sp l i ced into 100 ft. r o l l s and 
p laced in c a r t r i d g e s . 

5. Magne t i c t a p e s and dup l i ca te 
m i c r o f i l m c a r t r i d g e s a r e a i r ­
m a i l e d to o r ig ina t ing off ices . 

1. Each of eight reg iona l d i s ­
b u r s e m e n t offices ma in ta in 
m i c r o f i l m file se t s of check 
i s s u e r e c o r d s for r e f e r e n c e 
p u r p o s e s . 

2. Dupl icate s e t s of check i s s u e 
r e c o r d s pe r t i nen t to the V e t e r a n s ' 
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n payees a r e f o r ­
wa rded to 55 VA reg iona l off ices . 

3 . Addi t ional check i s s u e r e c o r d 
m i c r o f i l m se t s a r e fo rwarded to 
o the r a g e n c i e s a s backup for 
s e c u r i t y p u r p o s e s . 

1. S e a r c h r e q u e s t s o r ig ina t e with 
people c o n c e r n e d about check 
s t a t u s . 

2 . C l a i m c l e r k r e c o r d s pe r t i nen t 
s e a r c h da ta . 

3 . S e a r c h c l e r k ident i f ies and 
p l aces p r o p e r m i c r o f i l m c a r t ­
r idge in r e a d e r and r e c o r d s 
da ta . S e a r c h c l e r k r e t u r n s 
s e a r c h fo rm with a p p r o p r i a t e 
da ta to c l a im c l e r k who then 
r e s p o n d s to c o n c e r n e d indiv idual . 
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