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Summary of Facts and Submn ssions
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The appel | ant (opponent) | odged an appeal against the
deci sion of the Qpposition Division, dispatched on

6 Novenber 1996 rejecting the opposition against

Eur opean patent No. 0 486 611. The notice of appeal was
received on 3 January 1997, the prescribed fee being
paid on the sane day. The statenent setting out the
grounds of appeal was received on 4 March 1997.

Appeal and opposition have been based on the grounds of
Article 100(a) and substantiated on the grounds of |ack
of novelty and inventive step (Articles 52(1), 54(1)
and (2) and 56 EPC).

In a communi cati on dated 24 January 2001 and annexed to
a sunmons to attend oral proceedings, the Board
expressed its prelimnary opinion on these issues.

Oral proceedings were held on 4 July 2001 at which the
respondent (patentee) was not represented, although
duly sunmoned. In an unsigned telefax dated 2 July
2001, the respondent's representati ve had announced
that the patent proprietor did not wish to attend the
oral proceedings

The appel |l ant requested that the decision under appea
be set aside and that the patent be revoked. Reference

was made to the foll ow ng docunents:

D1: Book "Alte Minzaut omat en"” Strucknei er/ Met z,
Minchen 1988, page 163;

D2: GB-A-2 183 883;
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D7: US-A-4 765 078;

D9: DE- A- 34 42 656; and

D10: DE-A-31 12 184.

The respondent (patentee) in fact did not make any
valid formal request in the appeal procedure; an

unsi gned fax containing the respondent's requests was
received on 2 July 2001 but was invalid for |ack of a
signature. Although the Board drew the attention of the
respondent to the problem a signed copy did not reach
the Board in tine for the oral proceedings.

| ndependent claim 1l of the patent as granted reads as
foll ows :

"1l. Avreel strip for a gam ng or amusenent nachi ne
having a first surface (25) adjacent a sunken region
(26) provided below the | evel of the first surface, and
a synbol (2), or fruit, displayed at the sunken
region."

Furt her independent clains are directed to a ree
holding a reel strip as clained (claim1l3) and to a
gam ng nmachi ne incorporating a reel strip (claim15) or
a reel (claim16) as clained.

The appel | ant questioned the novelty of the subject-
matter of patent claiml with respect to the prior art
according to docunents D1, D9 and D10. As regards D1,
di sc- and drum shaped reels should be considered to
constitute equival ent neans. Myreover, it had been
over| ooked in the contested decision that D1 al so

di scl osed gam ng nmachines with synbol -carrying ree
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druns, as evidenced by the drawings relating to
machi nes of the type "Mnt". As regards D9, synbols,
whi ch, according to a disclosed alternative, were
etched into the reel strip, should be considered to
constitute sunken regions adjacent a (raised) first
surface within the neaning of patent claiml1l. As
regards D10, Figure 1 thereof showed reel druns with
synbol s di spl ayed at sunken regi ons adjacent raised
circunferential rings.

Furthernore the clainmed subject-matter was consi dered
to lack inventive step in view of the teaching given by
docunent D7, taken either alone or in conmbination wth
that of docunents D1, D2 and/or D10. Starting in
particular froma reel strip/ reel drumstructure as
shown by Figure 1 of D7 and wishing to increase the
mechani cal strength of the reel strip, it would have
been obvious for the skilled person to integrate into
the reel strip the ring-like structures 11 and 18,
formed at the circunference of the reel and raised
above the remaining surface of the reel strip.

The respondent did not file any observations during the
appeal .

Reasons for the Decision
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The appeal conplies with Articles 106 to 108 and
Rul e 64 EPC and is therefore adm ssi bl e.

Novelty and inventive step

Subj ect-matter of claim1l
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The wording of claim1 refers to three distinguished
structural entities of the reel strip, a "first
surface" at a given |level, a "sunken region" adjacent
thereto, and a "synbol" displayed at the sunken region.

In the Board's opinion, it has to be concluded fromthe
expression "displayed at the sunken regi on" that the
synbol and the sunken region are different structura
features. Therefore, only reel strips show ng a sunken
regi on i ndependent and different fromthe displayed
synbol can fall within the terns of claim1 as granted.
As is explained in the patent description (cf.

colum 2, lines 46 to 47 and colum 3, lines 7 to 16),
the sunken region gives the strip a three-di nensiona
profile and thus increases its strength, inparting to
the strip an accurately-defined shape, irrespective of
the synbol itself.

Prior art

Docunent D1 refers to gam ng nmachi nes which have the
synbol s either displayed within a ring zone on the
front of a stationary disc (type "Roulomnt") or
protruding fromthe circunferential surface of a ree
drum (type "M nt"). However, there is no evidence in D1
for the provision of a synbol-carrying strip which
woul d be attached to the disc or drum

Docunent D2 (cf. in particular Figures 2 and 3) shows a
reel strip of a gam ng machine with synbols protruding
fromthe flat surface of the strip.

Docunent D7 (cf. in particular Figures 1 and 2) shows a
flat reel strip conprising an annul ar series of spaced
synbol s printed or otherw se provided on its outer
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surface. The strip is held on a reel druminter alia by
annul ar holding rings 11 and 18, extendi ng above the
| evel of the strip and laterally guiding the strip.

Docunent D9 shows a reel strip which may have the
synbols etched into its surface. Thus, as far as such
as strip would possess "sunken" regions, these would
al ways be formed by and thus be identical to the
synbol s.

Finally, Figure 1 of docunent D10 shows synbol s
di spl ayed on the circunferential surface of reel druns.
There is no evidence for the provision of reel strips.

Hence it is apparent that, in fact, none of the
avai | abl e prior art docunents shows a reel strip having
a sunken region within the nmeani ng of the above
interpretation of patent claiml. Therefore, the
subject-matter of claim1 as granted has to be

consi dered to be new.

Moreover, in the absence of any indication in the prior
art as to problens concerning the nechanical strength
of a reel strip and as to the idea of inproving the
|atter by providing a three-di nensional structure
consisting of a raised first surface and a sunken
regi on i ndependent fromthe provision of a synbol, it
woul d not have been obvious to a skilled person in the
field of gam ng machines starting froma reel strip
known from D2, D7 or D9 to arrive at the subject-matter
of claiml1. In particular, the skilled person woul d not
have had any reason to contenplate a nodification of
the flat unstructured reel strip disclosed by docunent
D7 so as to integrate raised ring portions present on
the reel drum as suggested by the appellant, because
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such ring portions had the function of holding the
strip laterally. For these reasons, the subject-matter
of claim1l as granted has to be considered as involving
an inventive step.

The sane considerations apply, nmutatis nutandis, to

I ndependent clains 13, 15 and 16 relating to a reel or
to gam ng nmachi nes incorporating the novel and

i nventive reel strinp.

Consequently, the Board is satisfied that the patent as
granted conplies with the requirenments of
Articles 52(1), 54(1) and (2) and 56 EPC

For these reasons it is decided that:

The appeal is dism ssed.

The Regi strar: The Chai r man:

R. Schunmacher G Davi es
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