XML Web Services Working Group Meeting

03/04/2003

 

This meeting was conducted in conjunction with the Universal Access Collaboration Workshop #22 ( 8:30 a.m.-2 p.m.) at the National Science Foundation (Ballston, VA Orange Line Metro Station), 2-5 p.m.

Introduction

 
· Brand provided an introduction and overview of activities relevant to the XML Web Services Working Group. 

· Upcoming events.  Comments on FEA reference models (TRM, SRM) are due 3/7.  DRM is in process, further discussion planned on 3/18.  
· CIOC AIC was restructured into 3 subcommittees (governance, components, emerging technology).  The relationship between subcommittees is being clarified.  In particular, the Components Subcommittee will request/procure, while the Emerging Technology Subcommittee will suggest/pilot technologies. 

· Brand provided highlights on status of the working group 
-E-forms for e-gov pilot team produced a draft/demo SF424 schema for E-Grants using the XML Collaborator tool.
-Six military pilots proposed by MITRE have been approved/resourced.
-No March meeting will be held…the working group will participate in the Open Standards/Open Source for Federal and State eGovernment conference 3/17-19.
· Military pilot proposals include the following: 

-ConOps for Federated metadata registries 
-Data warehouse Web services
-Tactical XML Web services
-Others
· Current pilot projects: see matrix in slide set 

-Highlighted the use of topic maps to provide multiple views of information collections.  The prototype was created using FEA and EPA documents.
· Updates 

- IAC Enterprise Architecture SIG presented a collection of relevant white papers on 2/4, and is looking for additional discussions regarding pilots
· Good participation of eGov projects in the pilots 

-eGrants: Draft/demo SF424 constructed using XML Collaborator tool
-GovBenefits and OnlineRuleMaking have also requested participation in the pilot
· Coming events: see www.web-services.gov for a complete list 

-3/12: OASIS E-Government Technical Committee
-3/13: Bringing XML Web Services to Your Agency
-3/17: Open Standards/Open Source for Federal and State eGovernment Programs Conference
-4/15: XML Web Services Working Group meeting
-5/5-7: FedWeb Spring 03

 
Introductions/Participants

 
· Brand asked participants to identify themselves, their organization, and interest relative to this group.
· Approximately 50 people were in attendance including the following (names are approximate for those not on the sign-in sheet):  Brand Niemann/Tax Analysis, Susan Turnbull/GSA, Joel Reeves/USGPO, Stan Klein/?, Clay Robinson DOD/CIO, Ralph Hodgson/Top Quadrant, Bruce Cox/USPTO, Bob Carlson/Renaissance, Peter Gallagher/Dev Infostructuire, Carl Hibonson?/GSA, Owen Amber/FWS?, Pat Evans/Golobal Systems Consulting, Rick Rogers/Fenestra, Ken Gill/DOJ, Adam Hocheck/Broadstrokes, Michel Biezunski/Coolheads Consulting, Bruce Cahan/UrbanLogic, Steve Bernstein/AHRQ, Kevin Williams/BlueOxide, Paul Prueitt/Ontology Stream, Hal Pierson/FAA, David Brown/IRS, Kim Deutch/NSF+eGrants, Mark ?/NSF, Mark Raifa/GSA, Joe Chuisano/BAH, Marion Royal/GSA, Dan Buan/RSI, Dick Grivving?/?, Duane Begler/Lockheed Martin, Li Ming Koo?/SSA, Randy ?/EPA, Steve Sanko/GSA, Steve Jasic/PureEdge, Will Gorman/PureEdge, Rosemary Gunn/Info.Ren., Bob Carlitz/Info.Ren, Greg Oconnell/Tellme Networks, Craig Holcomb/NSA, Joe Chuisano/BAH, David Isaac/BPS, Jim Brisbo/?, Garry Benedetti/eWings, Steve Katz/ITM Assoc, IM Chang?/Defense University 

· Individual interests included using XML to support business initiatives (e.g., new accounting standards), XML in enterprise architectures, facilitating access to public information, categorizing information to support public comment, enabling collaborative Web spaces, unifying metadata models, facilitating knowledge management, enabling e-forms for e-government, topic maps, and more. 

 
 
Summary of listserv discussion on “distributed components, metadata models, & registries” (Joe Chuisano/BAH)

 

· Discussion was initiated by presentation posted to the list serve, esp., slides 6 & 7 (which stated Web services should be small self-organizing components that can be dynamically assembled) with thoughts derived from ZapThink presentation 

· 27 emails related to the posted presentation on this topic and the CBDi article on benefits of Web services 

· Highlights of the discussion: 

-Machine level discovery: syntax is not enough...participants see serious hurdles incorporating semantics and context (c.f. DAML)
-Current & future state of Web service technology: still crawling, G2G is an ideal candidate because it is relatively well structured
-Web services architecture: loose coupling is good.  Some feel coarse grained Web services are best.  Others felt one-size does not fit all: might have course grained external interfaces with fine-grained internal services.  Participants noted that availability decreases geometrically with the number of external Web services used.  Distributed computing still has many pitfalls/fallacies.  
-CBDI article: ”inside every Web service is a benefit struggling to get out.”  Seven points including these: 1. Web services provide a simplified mechanism to connect applications.  2. Web services are based on industry standard protocols. 3. Leverages the Internet for low-cost communications. 4. Loosely coupled for agile relationships. 5. Can be automatically discovered to expand usage faster.
· Additional short discussion ensued in the working group: 

-On focusing on G2G: most benefit is realized when there are a large number of players within a controlled framework.  The importance of choosing process that are well understood was noted to avoid having to solve business and technical problems simultaneously.
-On taxonomies & architecture: Are Web services something that emerge in a free economy in a self-organizing way, or does there need to have controlled vocabulary through UDDI?  Should FEA become a capability-based architecture and provide common naming?  Brand: Yes, there is on-going discussion on taxonomies.  Marion: ISO 11179 common components government library.  Agencies should use commercial standards.  Should be built on international standards e.g., UNC core technical components.  Owen: Enumerated lists and controlled vocabularies are of interest; looking for someone to relate these to requirements for document/records management.  Someone noted that there is a difference between perception and cognition: we are creating a social cognitive system, but we are not addressing perception: existing taxonomies don't help you see new things.  Brand: if you don't have a data dictionary, there is serious work that needs to be done prior to considering an XML implementation
 
E-forms for E-Gov Pilot (Rick Rogers/Fenestra)

 
· Pilot project has identified a classification framework for selecting forms from different contexts.  Project is currently selecting a portfolio of model forms to demonstrate the creation of needed artifacts.  Also would like to explore Web services for e-forms transactions. 

· First meeting will be 3/19 EPA West Building on 6th floor.  Open to both government and industry.  
· Proposed charter is available on Web-services.gov.  Come prepared to finalize charter at the first meeting and establish a work plan. 

· Purpose: Identify pilot, perform, operationalize (i.e., find agency that is a logical home for it).  The main objective is to explore the use of different XML standards and how they could be used in the Federal government.  Second goal is to educate people on how the standards could be used.  Also, e-forms cross e-gov initiatives…one goal is to implement e-forms pilots in a generic way that can be used in other e-gov work across the FEA. 

· A participant asked about the relationship to GPEA October deadline.  Rick noted that the pilot project hoped to deliver something of use within that timeframe. 

 
Topic Maps for the FEA (Michel Biezunski/Coolheads Consulting)

 
· The presentation focused on cognitive topic maps for Web sites, specifically on the topic map standard rather than IRS application (see next presentation).  Details can be found in the presentation itself…some notes are also provided below.  
· DRM needs to used XML-based standards to render information differently for different types of users. 

· Topic maps are a standard (ISO/IEC 13250:2000-2002) 
-Provides cross-organization navigation to ease public access to gov Web sites
-Provides a way to manage vocabularies consistently across multiple Web sites
· Glue for relational databases & XML schemas (meaning vs. structure vs. physical storage) 

· Can relate data and metadata without an arbitrary differentiation between the two (e.g., putting important concepts in bold = data + metadata) 

· Can make use of XML and databases easier…no need to have one schema for all information.  No need to retrofit to common schemas…can connect across heterogeneous structures. 

· Standard based on SGML/HyTime.  
-2000: XML Topic Maps (XTM) optimized for the Web.
-2002: XTM integrated into the ISO standard. Implemented in various projects, incl. IRS Tax Map.
-2003: working on improved data model and interoperability between products
· Difference from RDF: on-going work to expand applicability, can be derived from the same abstract model. 

· Main idea: rather than cross-linking individual information elements, link topics to information elements.  Analogous to an index in a book. 

· A “topic” is a computer construct that represents an abstract “subject” 

· An information resource can indicate the subject (e.g., in document) and is not addressable, and an information resource can also be a subject which is addressable (the result of a discussion with RDF folks, where everything is a URL...e.g., a person is an email address) 
· Topics can be related to “occurrences” and to each other through associations. 
· Notion of context: in which domain are things meaningful?  Topic names & associations can be scoped in a namespace.  Scoping can be a mechanism to handle different security classifications.  
· Topic map layer should be standardized, not dependent on vendor-specific data formats 

· Topic maps can be merged, even if they were not prepared for it. 

· Independent of schema.  Topic identify (like ISBN) can be defined authoritatively and used to merge topic maps.  Or, ad hoc merging can be accomplished for specific needs.  Topics can have multiple names. 

· Names within the same scope are unique, and are the basis for merging. 

· Identity can be a definition, URL, number, etc.  Someone should publish a subject list (e.g., ISBN, City names, zip codes, etc.) 

· Topic maps are intended to be developed organically, not strictly top-down. 

· Side comment: it was noted that there is a need to consider jargon and subject matter experts in the creation of topic maps. 

 
IRS Topic Map Pilot (David Brown)

 
· The presentation provided a good overview of the pilot use of topic maps at the IRS, including the technical and business processes involved in creating topic maps.  Details can be found in the presentation…some notes are provided below.  
· Why topic maps: roots are in back-of-book indexing; separate electronic file from information…can link to different file formats, can create topic maps w/out interfering w/authoring; capture knowledge from experienced employees to help those w/ less experience find information; scalable and matures with time; accessibility 

· Initial topic map prototype was based on 8 taxpayer information pubs, with automated creation of topic map based on imbedded index tags.  Pilot includes extract from publications under each topic hyperlinked to document section. 

· Steps: provide tutorials, meet w/ stakeholders (editors, supervisors, authors), then create rules to reduce number of topics.  Note: each pub uses its own index terms.  The pilot defined 15 rules for merging…some automated (e.g., an acronym in parenthesis following a noun phrase are equivalent, drop prepositions, ignore punctuation, ignore plurality, etc.) 

· Proof of concept included 33 business publications.  Results were provided to telephone assisters and received a positive reaction.  They liked the topic page w/ links to all pubs.  Later added FAQ, which are based on analysis of 250K emails including vocabulary -> 300 most frequently used terms.  Had 8000 topics after merge…too big.  So, 400 Key entry point topics were created through a workshop w/ experience telephone assisters, pub authors, and topic map experts.  
· Future work: grouping and describing related topic links more fully. 

· Form topics: any topic related to specific forms are put in a separate list.  
· Can also use table-of-contents drill down, but related topics are also listed in the margin, allowing experienced staff to expand their knowledge on a topic.  
· Recently added feedback capability to allow telephone assisters to suggest topic additions/changes. 
· Processing: process pubs, FAQ, teletax topics into HTML versions plus indexes, table of contents, and topic screens. 

· Basic data flow: Documents  preprocessing  topic map model  extract topic map information  (what will be captured & how)  merging spec  merging & associating  XTM topic map  create the topic map  IRS style sheet - formatting navigable view 

· A participant asked about terms with formal definitions...were they treated specially?  David: yes, definitions are occurrences of a special type.  Somewhat automated process based on patter recognition (e.g., Term (Definition)) 

 
The Business Case for XML Web Services (Scott Christiansen/Seattle Pacific University+Boeing)

 
· The presentation covered the basics of XML Web services, what others are doing, potential, ROI, transition architecture, and specific steps for implementing Web services.  Details are in the presentation…some notes are provided below.  
· Purpose: allow companies and individuals to use the Internet to unlock vast stores of data and relate unconnected applications, services, devices.  
· Example: Expedia as service aggregator. 

· 2003 to be the big year of UDDI?  Important technologies are ready: XML, WSDL, UDDI, SOAP 

· Benefits: integration, new functionality within an org, extending information and enabling new businesses beyond the org. 

· Text protocols are easier to debug than binary protocols like CORBA. 

· External/open registries exist (UDDI.org, xMethods.org.) but most are internal. 

· Drivers: reduce costs, increase revenue, microsft.com/resource/casestudies 

· Example uses: 1) wrapping existing services, 2) back-end integration to reduce costs (Provident? looking for 50% cost reduction), 3) create new services (e.g., combine credit data for real-time rate calculations, or pull data from multiple legacy systems for better employee information), 4) supply chain integration. 

· Merrill Lynch, GM, NASDAQ, others claim success.  
· Many application vendors are exposing APIs through Web services.  
· Why expose data?  If you don't, your competition will. 

· Additional ideas can be found at xMethods.org 

· Implementation process: Scott presented 12 steps for embarking on a Web services application (see slides).  
· Most leverage: where a variety of platforms, communications, applications exist. 

· Transition: see steps on how to move from as-is to to-be architecture.  Start building applications now with a vision of making them accessible/reusable through Web services. 

· Hard issues: political issues getting orgs to agree on scope of responsibilities and associated Web services provided.  
 
XML Collaborator  (Kevin Williams/BlueOxide)

 
· The presentation provided an overview of the process of building an XML schema and a demonstration using the XML Collaborator tool.  Details can be found in the briefing...some notes are provided below.  
· Relevant standards: UDDI, ebXML registry, ISO 11179 registry and data element standards, UBL 

· Can incorporate any standard expressed as an XML schema. 

· All tool capabilities are exposed through Web services. 

· Process relative to e-gov initiatives: 1) project harmonizes its own datasets internally, and creates a data dictionary. 2) Project creates their own XML schema or uses the Web Services Working Group (WSWG) pilot to help get started. 3) WSWG helps harmonize the schema with other e-gov initiatives.  4) WSWG will help test schemas.  Note: WSWG will only help jumpstart: each project must support its own operational activities.  
· Process from a technical perspective: 1) Use XML collaborator to import existing content, identify similar components, collaborate on the harmonization effort. 2) Build XML artifacts (DTDs, XML schemas, WSDL documents).  Note: can create artifacts and documentation from the same source information in the tool.  3) Version components and provide audit trails. 4) Promote approved artifacts to general usage.  
· Demo: Used SF424.  Note: eGrants has their own data modeling effort that will create the official schema used by the project.  1) Defining user data types...skipped this step.  This will become more important as time goes on.  2) Identify “datapoints” (data elements), logical & physical name, description, data type, constraints, allowable values (enumerations), modifiers, etc.  3) Build structures from defined datapoints.  None in the case of the SF424: just a flat list of elements.  4) Build XML artifacts...generated using collaborator tool.  
· Upcoming: Will be presenting more at FedWeb 203 "Using XML Collaborate to Build E-Gov Projects".  
· Brand: the pilot has received many requests for participation, and will define a procedure to select appropriate candidates to include in the pilot.  Brand emphasized that the pilot does not want to take an operational role.  
· Discussion: It was noted that there is a need to distinguish between "paragraph" data with formatting tags, and data structures which only contain data elements. 

 
An Overview of UDDI (Joel Patterson/Software AG)

 
· The presentation provided an overview of UDDI, focusing on its role within the Web services format/protocol stack.  Details can be found in the presentation...some notes are provided below.  
· SoftwareAG interest in UDDI is derived through Tamino product, which is a native XML database.  
· UDDI falls near the top of the Web services stack, on top of WSDL.  It provides service description/publication and discovery.  Higher level services include Web Services Flow Language for workflow.    

· Web services definition language (WSDL): used to define & describe Web services, similar to header files. 

· Universal Description , Discovery, & Integration (UDDI).  Initiated by Ariba, IBM, Microsoft.  Turned over to OASIS for continued development and control.  Used to provide a catalog of services.  
· Publication is controlled, but browsing is not...may be a security concern in some cases.  
· Provides three functions: publish, find, bind 

· Two main UDDI registries: IBM, Microsoft.  Plus many internal registries.  
· Can be used to publish any service (Java, GILS, C++, etc.) 

· Not typically used to publish XML schemas.  A participant implied that there may be room for future convergence in this regard.   

· What can be stored: White pages (name, contact, description), Yellow pages (business classification), Green pages (technical information about services).  Most commonly used for Green pages.  
· WSDL provides syntax information, but not semantics of a call.  Alternate calling interfaces are called "tModels", which serve as interface templates with well-known semantics.  
· Binding template: bindingKey, serviceKey, description, access point, tModel.  
· Used in Business Compliance one-stop pilot. 

· New in V3: multi-registry environment, URI-based keys, digital signature, complex categorization, information extensibility, improved WSDL support, subscription API 

· Two issues drive many to keep registries internal: potential denial of services attack, and security by obscurity (so hackers cannot easily find Web service definitions) 

· Tamino is available w/ UDDI and WebDAV service. 
 
The working group adjourned at 5:30 p.m.

_______________________________________________

David Isaac, 301-651-8929

Business Performance Systems, www.teambps.com
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