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But the Emperor still has no clothes

On Demand
According to a three-letter IT Giant we have now landed in the ‘On Demand Era’.  But we should not believe in fairytales, we should realize that Business-to-Business integration (B2Bi) is a difficult subject and that we really need to hire their under-worked and over-paid consultants to help us to tackle the problem. Fortunately, we have webServices as the ‘technology platform’, which will ease this burden, so we can get to the information in real-time and really propel ourselves in to the ‘On Demand Era’.

With respect to the role of webServices, every body agrees with our ‘on demand giant’.  They are the definitive way to fix a problem we have had for years and will enable us all to do business with each other electronically.  In fact, webServices will solve any other problem, which involves at least one of the web, internet, or integration buzzwords.  After all, would it not be wonderful if a buyer can check for himself if his supplier has enough products in stock to satisfy his needs?  Of course, the supplier will happily provide access to the heart of his internal systems to offer his clients information upon which the client then decides to go to the competitor!  Just as the supplier will show his client all his product information and prices, so his clients can create a decent system to compare the supplier’s offerings with his competitors

Reality or fiction? 
Fiction of course!  In the Supply Chain, for years, buyers have tried to get their suppliers to provide this type of information.  It is not that they were unable to from a technical point of view; it has been because there are simply good business reasons not to do so…  The last thing a supplier wants is that his customers does not order from him, because he happens to have insufficient products in stock; the supplier would rather go and get the products from his competitors himself rather than loose the link with his customer.  Certainly, the last thing suppliers want is to be in a catalog with his competitors where the customers can select the cheapest products.  webServices will technically make it easy to implement all this, but business-wise it does not make sense, so it will only happen when suppliers are in control.

There is a conflict here though.  In order to optimize the exchange of information between the players in the supply chain, it is necessary that the buyers have correct, up-to-date product information available.  Otherwise they can never order the right products and errors in the electronic orders will be introduced.  This leads to human intervention and many inefficiencies.  It is certainly the objective of the players in the supply chain to work together, so the total package of products and services a supplier can offer his clients leads to optimization.  This means that the client will not always pay the lowest price for an individual product, but over-all he will have the best deal from the closer cooperation.  Therefore, the players in the supply chain need a common platform to exchange product and other information between themselves.  They need to collaborate and work together to create a common infrastructure, which satisfies the need for the information exchange, but explicitly have enough checks and balances to control real-time instantaneous information flow.

Digital Business Community

A Digital Business Community (DBC) is such a platform.  A central system that facilitates players in the supply chain to exchange information; business documents and product information, which is neutral and hides much of the complexity of having to create individual links between each buyer and supplier.  Do we need real-time webServices for that?  No, not really… we would want to have control over the flow of information and avoid having to make deep links to each of our partners separately.  However, we would look for standards to help us implement this in such a way that once a link to one partner is established they can use the same link to talk to all their partners.  Isn’t this the same as a market place?  No, DBCs are about controlled and efficient collaboration and information sharing between partners and not solely about the commercial daily buy-sell operations  So, from a business view, the need for webServices for B2Bi is absent, although some interesting applications can be put in place…we will speak of those later.  The question is then: what are webServices and why are all the IT providers in the world so adamant about it? 
webServices

webServices are a suite of specifications, oriented to the XML representations and transfer of programs, objects, messages, or documents that are programmatically accessible over the Internet for direct application-to-application interaction. webServices can be accessed by humans using browsers, but do not require the use of either browsers or HTML or indeed the Web!. webServices provide a data-independent mechanism to expose business services—inside and outside the enterprise firewall—using standard Internet/intranet/extranet protocols and formats. For the acronym minded, XML, SOAP, WSDL, UDDI, HTTP are the commonly agreed core technical building blocks of webServices but others acronyms are being invented, and combined, on a daily basis!

To put it in simple terms, webServices are services that can be called through the Internet and can extract data from an application and do some calculations or manipulations before sending the result to the application or browser that was calling it. webServices may call further webServices in a chain which is often transparent to the user. They are remarkably similar to Remote Procedure Calls (RPCs), a technique common in the Unix environment.  The advantage of webServices is that they provide a platform independent interface and that they are easy to create with relatively stable standards, common tools and the ability to reuse existing IT knowledge and skills. Hence the Emperor still has no new clothes and we should be weary not to create a hype around webServices which will lead to more disappointed users.

It is webServices’ goal that anyone could develop a web service and make it available to for another party running a process.  This is fine, if it is an internal process, hence the reason why Enterprise Application Integration (EAI) has proved to be a useful space for webServices. However, for external processes, which are often touted as the biggest application area for webServices, there are many issues to resolve including security, availability, transparency and most of all maintainability and control.

webServices 4 all
The fact that webServices are so easy to create is also the biggest problem here.  Soon a company could end up with thousands of little applications all scattered around the IT systems, providing nice links and useful integrations, but without any control and without any maintainability.  There is no overview over which webServices do what, no documentation, no way of finding them back and as mentioned no guaranteed reliability and availability especially in an external environment.  

This is why several Vendors are now providing ‘productivity tools’ to store, document and control the webServices that are growing inside the organization like wild fire.  It is typical, first the Vendors provide the tools to create a mess and then they sell you more tools to straighten the mess out!  The problem is that the mess is not easily straightened out at all, unless you have a well-defined structure for your webServices.  To define this structure before any webServices are created is obviously the way to go, however, usually an organization finds out that they need a structure after the mess has been created and hundreds of webServices are roaming around the IT systems with no apparent control.  To define the structure beforehand is close to impossible, because the creativity of the programmers has been unleashed and the organization does not know yet where webServices might be created.  The way out of this dilemma is, ironically, to look at how Business-to-Business Integration and more precisely ebXML (electronic business XML) will solve the problem.

ebXML

The two basic thoughts behind ebXML are, firstly, that experience tells us that to define the meaning of the pieces of information we exchange in a business environment (the ‘semantics’ or ‘core components’) is something that needs to be performed at a global level. If it is not conducted there, we will keep creating semantics that are shared within a group but can never create the links with all the partners we deal with in business.  In addition, most of these semantic components have already been defined time and time again in existing standards and certainly in EDI.  The second basic thought is that semantics can only be defined in the context of the business process we use them in.  Therefore, every company needs to define its business process in a uniform –standardized- manner, universally understood.  ebXML provides the framework to do just that, and this is also where the solution for the structure and control of webServices lies.

One standard for all companies cross-market, worldwide! That must be utopia!  When companies would first define their business processes in the way that ebXML describes, they will create the fundament on which they can not only interact with other businesses, but also the structure of any webServices they would want to create.  This structure and the explanation of what certain webServices actually do, can be referenced in a UDDI repository (directory), used internally and ultimately shared with other companies.  Then companies should define the semantics of the core components that are stored in a distributed global repository.  This will then ensure proper Business-to-Business Integration, since core-component contexts can be formally  linked – for example, one mans ‘Order ID’ is another ‘Order Reference Number’.

Semantics are key

Through the use of structured business processes and semantics, coupled with the use of a DNS-like network of cooperative repositories, webServices can realize their true potential, since the chaotic environment can be controlled.  Even though the exchange of information between different companies will probably be based on messaging for years to come, this way of structuring webServices can be used and is the best solution to avoid internal chaos as well.  

The applicability for webServices in a B2Bi environment is in its infancy at present. There are certainly benefits to using them, but we are in the early stages.  Examples today are webServices to automatilcally insert an address in a document based on a zip code, or webServices that calculate the distance between two points and inserts it in an expense report.  Many more examples like this will be created and are useful.  The underlying technologies are XML and SOAP and thus webServices in general inherits these technology’s benefits.  It also has its own definition language, webServices Definition Language (WSDL), which again is based on XML.  Indeed there is a complete layered effect since ebXML itself can be perceived as ‘business layer webServices’ and, for example, the ebXML Message Services specification is built on SOAP but adds business level functionality such as guaranteed receipt tracking, enhanced security and reliability features. 
FUD-factor
For most companies there is enough to do internally to prepare for eBusiness. This is work that needs to be done anyway.  The current way of doing business electronically (EDI) will certainly migrate to ebXML and webServices, but this will be a very slow process. It will take many years before investments in EDI have been written off, the internal organization of trading partners has been adapted to the new environment, and the mindset of people within these organizations has changed.  The FUD-factor (Fear, Uncertainty and Doubt) is still very high and people are confused as to what to believe the right way forward will be. 

Where applicable companies can technically expose their business interfaces with transparent technology, built on (more-or-less) open standards, fitted together such that the set of specifications can be seamlessly composed. The most simple webServices might be the most effective, certainly in the short run.  A webService to look up an address from a zip code, can be called from just about any application and avoids many typos. 

As TIE has proven with their suite of webServices for data transformation and communication, there is certainly merit in turning functions of a B2Bi transaction system into webServices.  This creates a flexible system, with a solid web foundation, that can still be used to handle the legacy communications with VANS and X.400, as well as the data transformation between XML and EDI, in a maintainable and controlled environment. 
No new clothes

However as can be seen, webServices really are a technology that might perform a business function, but there is nothing much new about it from a conceptual, business point of view.  Business has been implementing this kind of interactions between applications for many years.  So we are not looking at a new way of integrating applications, but rather a more modern version of something we already know will work. Let us make sure we don’t gape at the Emperor’s new clothes, when in fact we are just dealing with another technical attempt to solve a business problem.

For more information, please go to http://www.TIEglobal.com/webServices
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