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Abstract

Many of the advantages of XML can only be realized if common Naming and Design Rules are followed. This is not only a regional or a national issue since services on the internet are available to anyone. It is apparent that Naming and Design Rules with an international scope are important.

We now propose that coordinated work on NDR is put on the agenda in an international standardization organization.

International work on Naming and Design Rules 

The Danish work on Naming and Design Rules is inspired by early work in the U.K. and the U.S. In the U.K. Guidelines for XML Schema development [SP 2002] are being developed at the Office of the [SP 2002] e-envoy under the Cabinet Office (UK-NDR). In the U.S. the Federal CIO Council Architecture and Infrastructure Committee has chartered an XML Working Group. This group has produced a "Draft Federal XML Developer’s Guide" [US 2002] (US-NDR).

There are many similarities but also differences in the work from the two parties. The basic element and attribute naming rules require the uses of camel case. The US-NDR recommends the use of the ebXML modified ISO 11179 data element naming convention as solid basis for XML component creation. Furthermore the US-NDR suggests that Business Processes models and document models may use Unified Modeling Language. And that Schema development should take place as a team effort, involving functional data experts, business experts, program managers, and IT specialists. The reason for this being that "the single most critical factor in creating logical, reusable schemas for information exchange in XML is the separation of the information modeling process from the schema creation process."

The OASIS Universal Business Language TC (UBL TC) has a SC (UBL NDR SC) focused entirely on Naming and Design Rules to by used by UBL customizers and internal TC members. [UBL 2003] Some of the rules are incompatible with an E-Government scope with messages and vocabularies dependent on many namespaces. But the majority of the rules are applicable to any Schema developer. Because UBL is the first standard designed to work within an ebXML framework - the design of UBL will set a trend for the development of vocabularies in other domains.

The contradiction: Strong data types and international re-use 

An advantage of W3C XML Schema is its introduction of strong data typing capabilities. These advantages can not be exploited in schema vocabularies such as UBL, simply because it is impossible to agree on strong data types that are relevant to all parties in cross border exchanges. The consequence is that much of the validation must be performed by back end systems. In E-Government there is a substantial benefit to be gained at a national level by expressing all elements with strong data types. The resulting messages will convey much of the integrity rules of the exchange, and the XML Schemas can be used as part of a contract between two parties. Otherwise the integrity rules have to be expressed only in the supporting documentation. This approach is off course a lot more error prone that the strong data typing approach, as the definition of the data is separated from the structure.

We propose that vocabularies like ebXML Core Components are developed in accordance with Naming and Design Rules based on the same principles as UBL. But the Naming and Design Rules should take into account that it can be desirable to enforce stronger data types at a regional or national level. The condition for regional or national restriction of the data types should be that the new namespace is a true subset of the original namespace.

The ultimate test of this requirement is that it must be possible to develop a XSLT stylesheet that can transform an XML-instance from a national namespace to the international namespace for that particular vocabulary.

Illustration of the weak namespace of ebXML Core Components and possible strongly typed regional or national counterparts


Figure 2 

The idea is that messages composed in a regional or national context may be composed of strongly typed components. In many uses of XML for data interchange this scenario is likely to be most dominant (e.g. the health industry where patients are rarely moved across borders). In the event that a message is to be exchanged with a partner, that does not support the strongly typed namespace, at simple transformation can convert the message into the international namespace that may be accepted by the recipient.

The vision: International Naming and Design Rules for E-Government 

International collaboration on the development of Naming and Design Rules is very important. We are still at an early stage of XML Schema adoption. There is much to be gained by not letting this opportunity for corporation slip our hands.

We propose that a coordinated effort is initiated in the OASIS eGovernment TC and that the UBL NDR work is used as a foundation.

Illustration of the organization of an eGov SC's relationship with national NDR bodies and the NDR SC of UBL.
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Figure 3 

The NDR of the eGovernment TC should take into account that stronger data types may be desirable at a regional and national level and that this aspect must be addressed and allowed.

Summary 

The requirements to Naming and Design Rules in E-Government differ from the requirements within an isolated domain like UBL. In E-Government re-use between multiple namespaces and the use of strong data types will exploit of some of the new features that XML Schema provides. The NDR of Universal Business Language is a solid foundation for future international work on an eGovernment NDR. It is proposed that such work is initiated in the OASIS eGovernemnt TC.
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