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Author

This paper is the personal assessment of Tim McGrath, an Australian delegate to
UN/CEFACT since 2006 and UN/CEFACT Bureau Vice-chair from 2011 to 2014.
Tim led the Quality Review Team for the ebXML Project (1999-2001). He has
been a member of the OASIS UBL Technical Committee since 2002 and has been
its co-Chair (and liaison with UN/CEFACT) since 2006.

Background

This document has been prepared for the UBL Technical Committee following its
request to outline the history of the relationship between the deliverables of the
OASIS UBL Technical Committee and the (deliverables of the) XML-based work
programme of UN/CEFACT. It may be used to inform discussions on
opportunities for future collaboration.

Prologue: Introductions
UN/CEFACT
Within the United Nations framework of the Economic and Social Council, the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe1 (UNECE) serves as the focal
point for trade facilitation recommendations and electronic business standards2,
covering both commercial and government business processes that can foster
growth in international trade and related services. In this context, the United
Nations Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business (UN/CEFACT)3 was
established, as a subsidiary, intergovernmental body of the UNECE, mandated to
develop a Programme of Work4 of global relevance to achieve improved
worldwide coordination and cooperation in support of the UNECE objectives.
The organization is probably most known as the maintainer of the UN/EDIFACT
standards.

ebXML

In the 1990s Electronic Data Interchange (EDI5) technology was a growth
1

http://www.unece.org/info/ece-homepage.html
‘Standards’ can take different forms, ranging from the adoption of consensus based standards
by the recognised national, European (CEN, CENELEC, ETSI) or global (ISO, IEC, ITU) formal
standards bodies, through consortia (where UN/CEFACT, OASIS or CEN Workshops are
examples), to (bi-/multi-lateral) agreements between independent companies.
3 http://www.unece.org/cefact
4 Example:
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/cefact/cf_plenary/plenary15/ECE_TRADE_C_CEFACT_20
15_8E_PoW.pdf
5 EDI (Electronic Data Interchange) is the transfer of structured data, by agreed message
standards, from one computer system to another without human intervention. This generic
concept is now taken to mean the use of structured message standards such as EDIFACT and X12;
see also http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31994H0820:EN:HTML
2
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business. The arrival of the ‘dot.com’ era stalled that growth. Large
organizations were promised and expected a new wave of technologies to change
the way businesses exchanged data. And so there was a shift of focus and
investment onto services such as market sites and web shops using emerging
Internet and Web technologies, such as XML6.
By 1999 the UNECE working party dealing with the UN/EDIFACT standards (now
known as UN/CEFACT) identified this new wave of technologies and moved to
address its requirements for standards to support a new technical framework for
EDI based on XML technologies. It did this by forming a joint project with OASIS
known as ‘ebXML’. ebXML (Electronic Business XML) was a project to use the
Extensible Markup Language (XML) to standardize the secure exchange of
business data. ebXML is designed to enable a global electronic marketplace in
which enterprises of any size, and in any location, could safely and securely
transact business through the exchange of XML-based messages.
OASIS7 (previously SGML Open) is a nonprofit standards development
consortium dedicated to the adoption of structured information standards,
primarily based on the XML syntax. So ebXML was a partnership combining
OASIS’s background with XML standards and UN/CEFACT’s background with
EDIFACT standards.
The resulting ebXML framework has two distinct parts, one dealing with
technical infrastructures for the discovery and exchange of messages between
trading parties and the other with the content of the messages themselves. An
analogy, for ease of understanding, is that one part was standardizing the mail
services and the other part was standardizing the format of the posted letters.
Standardizing the technical infrastructure is primarily a network technology
matter and is agnostic to the format and content of the messages it exchanges.
OASIS’s members tended to focus on the standards related to the technical
infrastructure. UN/CEFACT’s business experts tended to focus on standardization
the business processes and their content.
It is important to note that the ebXML project (and subsequently UN/CEFACT)
explicitly decided not to define standards for the format of business documents.
Instead the choice was made to define a standard approach for how to define the
content of business documents – this is known as the Core Component Technical
Specification (CCTS)8.

The Universal Business Language (UBL)
In 2001, following completion of the ebXML project, the technical infrastructure
components of ebXML were handed to OASIS for future maintenance and the
business components were given to UN/CEFACT.
Neither organization was explicitly identified as the organization to develop
standards for the format of business documents. This omission created some of
the misunderstandings that still exist today regarding the relationship between
the work of the OASIS Universal Business Language (UBL) Technical Committee
and the work of UN/CEFACT, specifically with respect to XML messaging
6

XML (Extensible Markup Language) is a computer language syntax for formatting electronic
documents used widely on the Internet and World Wide Web and in most office applications; see
http://www.w3schools.com/XML/xml_whatis.asp .
7 https://www.oasis-open.org/
8 http://www.unece.org/cefact/codesfortrade/ccts_index.html
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standards based on the CCTS approach.
An OASIS "Office Document Technical Committee" chartered to standardize XML
versions of common business documents such as purchase orders and invoices
was begun independently of the ebXML effort in late 1999, but its work was put
on hold pending the outcome of the collaboration within the ebXML project with
UN/CEFACT.
In 2001 an interest group emerging from the ebXML project proposed using
xCBL 3.0 business document library (from CommerceOne and SAP) as the basis
for creating a new XML based business document library that was a synthesis of
existing libraries. It would be based on the CCTS methodology and thus
complete the total ebXML framework of standards for electronic business9.
The first attempt to find a standards body for the "Universal Business Language"
was with UN/CEFACT. The approach proposed (of building from existing XML
libraries) was rejected by UN/CEFACT10 who at that time preferred a ‘top-down’,
business process driven approach to messaging (known as the XBDL business
document library11).
Hence, in 2002 the decision was made to vest development and ownership of
UBL in OASIS and to make it freely available to everyone without licensing or
other fees. The work was taken up in the OASIS UBL Technical Committee (‘UBL
TC’); the objective of this Technical Committee has always been for creating XML
document standards – and no more. The UBL TC’s Statement of Purpose is given
in Annex G.

Act One: OASIS, UN/CEFACT and BCF (2003-2004)

In 2002 at the 8th UN/CEFACT Plenary it was reported by the UN/CEFACT
Standards Liaison Rapporteur that … “discussions are going on concerning
whether CEFACT could become the maintenance agency of UBL in the future”.
Then in 2003 the UN/CEFACT Steering Group (CSG) announced it was going to
conclude its cooperation with OASIS and to begin developing a “Business
Collaboration Framework” (BCF) that would replace ebXML.12
This Business Collaboration Framework (and its announcement) annoyed the
UNECE Secretariat13 and the Applied Technology Group of UN/CEFACT (whose
members threatened to leave UN/CEFACT and move to OASIS). It also was
received badly by OASIS (who had not been informed that their cooperation had
concluded) as well as other ebXML proponents.
In January 2003 the UN/CEFACT Steering Group reported:
ITEM 10: RELATIONSHIP WITH OASIS, INCLUDING UBL AND BPSS
The Chairman noted that a lot of trust had been placed in the United
Nations to work on and advance ebXML but since no results had been
delivered, the trust was being lost. To many HODs and constituencies it
9

OASIS UBL charter at: https://www.oasis-open.org/committees/ubl/charter.php
The positions in these negotiations can be seen at http://xml.coverpages.org/UBL-XBDLPositionings200110.html
11 UN/CEFACT XML Business Document Library Project (XBDL):
http://xml.coverpages.org/xbdl.html
12 ECE/TRADE/03/P07, 21 August 2003:
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/press/pr2003/03trade_p07e.htm
13 http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM///trade/ctied8/cf-04-10e.pdf
10
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might also seem that more activities were taking place on the OASIS side.
However, for the CSG, the key issue was duplicate activities by OASIS and,
under these circumstances, many of the CSG members were reluctant to
negotiate. However, the chairman preferred to hold further discussions.
OASIS had contacted the Chairman twice to organize a meeting to discuss
this issue. The CSG members were divided as some felt that OASIS should be
excluded from the ISO/IEC/UNECE MoU while others felt that the United
Nations had a valuable tool for cooperation within the MoU and it should
not be thrown away. Professional cooperation and the working structure
should be looked into, recognizing that OASIS had a specific way of working
that UN/CEFACT may have to accept. The distribution of activities among
UN/CEFACT and OASIS should be negotiated. The relationship with OASIS
was an important aspect.
The TMG Chair reminded the CSG that UN/CEFACT was technology neutral
and should decide on its approach towards any technologies. Core
Components belonged to UN/CEFACT while OASIS should keep their
architecture part.
The Chairman suggested sending a letter to invite OASIS to discuss
duplicative activities as this would at least allow all parties concerned to
know of potential and ongoing risks of duplication. Such a message would
also help the constituencies understand that UN/CEFACT was open to
discussion.
The CSG decided that a small CSG team would accompany the Chairman in a
conference call, after which, if agreeable to OASIS, a letter would be sent
with a UN/CEFACT position paper. The secretariat would check if OASIS had
a status as an NGO acknowledged by the ECOSOC [NB: they do not].
Decision 04-01-14:
A conference call would be organized with OASIS. After the call, a position
paper for UN/CEFACT would be drafted and the Chairman would inform
HODs about the results and further steps to be taken.
As it transpired the Plenary rejected the BCF approach. The Plenary decided
after that (May 2004) to establish the Forum Management Group (FMG) and
the Forum Coordination Team (FCT) was disbanded – The CSG Chair and
Techniques and Methodologies Group Chair left shortly afterwards.
The Plenary then informed the new FMG to re-engage with OASIS and a new
Cooperation Agreement between OASIS and UNECE was agreed14. Paragraph 2c
of the Agreement states:
"The parties will appoint representatives to jointly develop and recommend
an OASIS-UNECE-UN/CEFACT project alignment and coordination plan,
addressing areas of common technical interest, including:
i) Harmonization of core data components, UBL, other business data entity
libraries etc.
ii) Naming and Design Rules
iii) Mechanisms for business process specification
iv) Adoption and promotion efforts for the ebXML specifications
v) Identity, addressing and e-signature functionalities with potential for
interoperability across UNeDocs, Universal Postal Union practices, and
14

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM//oes/MOU/mou_OASIS.pdf
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other trade facilitation ID and e-signature instances.”
The work of the UBL TC is covered by clauses 2ci. and 2cii. of this agreement.

Act Two: UBL 1.0 and UN/CEFACT (2004-2006)

In November 2004 the UBL TC published UBL version 1.0. As one of the first
implementations of the CCTS, UBL 1.0 was one of nine initial contributions to
that CCL.
That same year the Swedish government’s joint project known as Single Face To
Industry (SFTI) recommended standards for e-procurement in the public sector
based on UBL.
Also in 2004 UN/CEFACT started a Core Component Library project (CCL). This
was the first step in UN/CEFACT’s move towards developing XML standards.
In February 2005, the Danish government announced that all public-sector
institutions in Denmark would only accept invoices in electronic format. This
format is a subset of UBL. The programme (now known as OIOUBL) was highly
successful and today Denmark is generally considered a world leader in the use
of electronic invoicing.
Later that year, as part of the Northern European cooperation on e-commerce
and e-procurement, representatives from the governments of Denmark, Sweden,
Norway, Finland, UK and Iceland established a working group for developing a
common Northern European Subset of UBL (NESUBL). Since its publication, the
NESUBL subset has influenced government eProcurement initiatives across
Europe, for example in Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Iceland, The Netherlands,
Croatia, Austria, and Turkey.

Act Three: UBL 2.0 and UN/CEFACT (2006-2009)

In 2006, UBL released version 2.0. This expanded UBL beyond procurement to
cover the key set of international supply chain processes. As such UBL 2.0
encompassed the scope of UN/CEFACT’s Buy-Ship-Pay15 vision for trade
documents.
To avoid duplication of work and (implied) potential competition with
UN/CEFACT, the “representatives to jointly develop and recommend an OASISUNECE-UN/CEFACT project alignment and coordination plan” 16 met to align work
plans. After complex and difficult negotiations a Collaboration Statement was
drafted between the UBL Technical Committee and UN/CEFACT (see Annex A).
From the perspective of the UBL TC the intention was to collaborate with
UN/CEFACT to produce a next-generation ‘best of breed’ set of standards that
could provide an effective upgrade path for existing UBL stakeholders.
The following diagram illustrates the intended pathway for collaboration:

15
16

http://tfig.unece.org/contents/buy-ship-pay-model.htm
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM//oes/MOU/mou_OASIS.pdf
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The UN/CEFACT Forum reported:
“The Forum Management Group recognizes the contribution that the OASIS
standard UBL has made to Governments and companies adopting concrete
XML-based documents. Together with the UBL Technical Committee,
UN/CEFACT will continue to ensure support of this approach.”
UN/CEFACT agreed they would deliver these necessary standards within three
years. However that did not eventuate. The Collaboration Statement expired in
2009 and has never been realized or renewed.
Unfortunately it appears that the Collaboration Statement with UBL was
understood by some experts in UN/CEFACT to mean that the OASIS UBL
Technical Committee would cease to exist and that the people involved would
then come to work in UN/CEFACT. In effect, that UN/CEFACT would take over
UBL and close it down and that UBL standards would be replaced by UN/CEFACT
XML standards. As a result of this misunderstanding some UN/CEFACT
participants feel that the UBL Technical Committee betrayed the agreement –
because this did not happen17.
To appreciate some of the other reasons why this collaboration with UN/CEFACT
was misunderstood and not effective, the strong opposition by specific experts in
UN/CEFACT to the use of UBL as a global standard for XML business documents
must be acknowledged.
The three common arguments used in this opposition are given below and
discussed in more detail in Annex B:
17

Some of these misunderstandings were evident in the exploration by the European
Commission in 2008
https://joinup.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files_epractice/files/import/assets/215_13045_e
bif08009reportmtgublcefactbii.pdf
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1. UN/CEFACT (as a UN Body and a de-jure standards organization) is
exclusively responsible for providing electronic business document
standards based on XML – and not OASIS.
2. UBL is not good enough (either technically, in business terms or in terms
of its governance in OASIS) to be considered a legitimate global standard.
and, (more recently)…
3. UBL makes false claims of compliance to the CCTS.
It must be emphasized that these are not the official views of UN/CEFACT but
they are frequently expressed (political) views of a few influential UN/CEFACT
experts. Given this attitude, the Collaboration Statement with UBL was unlikely
to be realized: as a result, the collaborative intentions from the UN/CEFACT
Bureau did not translate into collaborative actions from the then UN/CEFACT
Forum and its members.
It should be noted, that the ambiguity about the definition of ‘ standards’ partly
allows for these arguments and their political positioning.

Act Four: UBL Gains Traction
Over the next 8 years an increasing number of stakeholder communities began
adopting UBL standards and made themselves known to the UBL Technical
Committee. Some of these are listed in Annex C. Many of these stakeholder
communities have also contributed to the ongoing development of UBL.
For example, the NESUBL subset progressed over to the CEN/BII workshop18 and
their agreements on the use of UBL in implementations became the basis for
PEPPOL (Pan-European Public Procurement Online)19. The CEN/BII
requirements became a major contribution to the development of UBL version
2.1.
The CEN/BII Agreements (using UBL standards) have also been chosen as the
basis for the European Commission’s own eProcurement initiative known as
ePRIOR and by the European e-Invoicing Service Providers Association20
(EESPA) as the common interchange format for electronic invoices between
service providers. In the Netherlands the SimplerInvoicing initiative is also
based on UBL, CEN/BII and PEPPOL specifications.
Another example of stakeholder participation in UBL’s development is the
contribution from eBIZ21, a public-private initiative pursuing the use and greater
interoperability of digital communication (e-Business) across the Fashion
supply-chain through a single standard of digital language for the fashion using
UBL. Their Vendor Managed Inventory model has been incorporated into the
UBL 2.1 standard.
In fact several EU funded projects developed candidate documents for UBL that
subsequently were incorporated into UBL 2.1, such as the Collaborative Planning,
Forecasting and Replenishment standards provided by the i-Surf project and the
European Commission’s e-Freight and iCargo project’s multi-modal freight and
18

http://www.cenbii.eu/ (now closed and transferred to CEN TC 434 and CEN TC 440)
The goal of PEPPOL is to enable public procurement across borders within the EU, based on
harmonized procurement processes developed by CEN/BII workshop - http://www.peppol.eu/ .
20 http://www.eespa.eu
21 eBiz: http://ebiz-tcf.eu/
19
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logistics documents. Also in the area of transport and logistics the Ports of Hong
Kong and Singapore as well as the US Department of Transport worked with the
UBL TC to develop XML document standards for the transport and logistics
domain.
In 2015 the GS1 organization reported that:
“Non-GS1 EDI standards have been used by GS1 Member Companies in 36
countries. These other standards are rather diverse, the most widely used
are UBL (Universal Business Language) and the local country specific or
regional standards (including ANSI X12), UN/EDIFACT, sector specific
standards and proprietary solutions.” 22
This suggests UBL can be considered a significant open standard for XML in the
global fast moving consumer goods and logistics domains as well.

Act Five: UBL Gains Sanction
As the steady growth of UBL adoption has taken place, UBL had other
achievements:
• In 2014 the European Commission declared UBL 2.1 was officially eligible for
referencing in tenders from public administrations (one of the first nonEuropean standards to be so recognized).
• In 2015, in accordance with its original Charter (Annex G) and to strengthen
the long-term sustainability of UBL, OASIS submitted UBL 2.1 to the ISO-IEC
Joint Technical Committee 1 (Information Technology) for publication as an
ISO/IEC standard23. This was approved as ISO/IEC 19845:2015 in December
2015 establishing the status of UBL as a true International Standard under
the Code of Good Practice for the Preparation, Adoption and Application of
Standards as required by the WTO Agreement of technical Barriers to Trade.
With this endorsement UBL 2.1 has reached the maximum level of sanction
possible for an international standard.
This strategy also complements the vision of UBL as an Open-edi24 standard as
covered by the Memorandum of Understanding on eBusiness25.

Epilogue: The Way Ahead
Clearly UBL has now gained traction and sanction – a critical mass of adoption is
being reached. UBL is the nearest the world has to a proven set of open

GS1 “eCom Standards in the GS1 Community 2015”:
http://www.gs1.org/sites/default/files/docs/EDI/edi_implementation_2015_executive_summar
y.pdf
23 The deliverables of UBL are in accordance with ISO/IEC 14662:2010 (Information technology Open-edi reference model). A reference model developed primarily in order to provide standards
required for the inter-working of organizations through interconnected information technology
systems. Using the concepts of Open-edi, UBL provides a generic Open-edi Configuration that an
Open-edi Community may customize with their own requirements to implement their own Openedi Configuration.
24 Open-edi is a standard developed by ISO-IEC JTC 1 Subcommittee 32 and published as ISO
14662.
25 http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-T/ebusiness/Pages/mou/default.aspx
22
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standards for XML for use in the international supply chain26. This means that
OASIS and the UBL Technical Committee have a responsibility to support the
growing stakeholder communities and their investments, now and into the
future.
Significantly, there is currently no set of standards equivalent to UBL developed
by UN/CEFACT. Arguably this is because the UN/CEFACT approach has been
hampered and fragmented by architecture, (internal) politics, lack of resources
and lack of support following from inadequate involvement of constituencies.
Unfortunately, as can be seen from Annex D, there is however duplication
between UN/CEFACT and UBL standards for XML business documents; in all
cases the UN/CEFACT projects to develop these standards were launched after
the publication of standards from UBL, turning the UN/CEFACT deliverables in
fact into later duplicates.
The rationale for the observation that UN/CEFACT participants obviously chose
to embark on parallel developments is unclear. Many times this was simply
because participants in UN/CEFACT were acting in good faith and limited
themselves to the technical dimensions of the work rather than the political,
believing that UN/CEFACT would bring together various different standards
initiatives into one common standard. In reality, for those developments that
were completed successfully, they in fact just created ‘yet another standard’.
As one example, UBL’s Naming and Design rules for XML (NDR) were the original
foundation for UN/CEFACT’s Naming and Design rules. (These rules describe
how to transform CCTS models to XML Schema). These rules were modified by
the UN/CEFACT working group to address a perceived technical requirement.
However that requirement has since been revoked, leaving the market place with
two different sets of Naming and Design Rules. History has not made clear that
there was any valid technical or business reason why UN/CEFACT needed to
develop its own XML; the same rules can be applied for any environment where
CCTS has been used. Having two differing sets of NDRs is unnecessary
duplication without any benefit to the user community. UBL’s NDR were in use
by several user communities before UN/CEFACT embarked on its project. It
would have been logical to develop those in a backward compatible manner with
UBL’s NDRs but UN/CEFACT experts (at that time) chose not to do so and there
was no guidance preventing them from doing so.
This pattern of strategic behavior has been repeated in areas such as electronic
invoicing and procurement projects and more recently with the transport and
logistics project for multi-modal freight.
As a result of this ongoing and unnecessary duplication of work, the situation
with XML developments by UN/CEFACT today aimed at use for e-Business is that
while governments and key stakeholders do not (and will not) criticize the work
of UN/CEFACT as intergovernmental body in the UN, most do not rely on
UN/CEFACT to deliver XML standards. Instead they seek effective alternatives
such as UBL or – for unclear or non-obvious reason(s)- they create their own
standards27.
26

OAGIS from OAGi is the only potential challenger to this claim:
http://www.oagi.org/dnn2/Home.aspx
27 A disturbing trend is the move to claim UN/CEFACT ‘conformance’ for proprietary national
programmes, such as ZUGFeRD in Germany or Cross Industry Invoicing variants in France. This
simply creates more fragmentation and lack of interoperability and further dilutes the reputation
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Many governmental and commercial organizations legitimately claim to support
UN/CEFACT as an intergovernmental organization but that does not mean they
(actively) use or promote its UN/CEFACT’s XML standards28 for eBusiness.
Overall, it is indeed difficult to see the benefits to member states in promoting
UN/CEFACT standards that overlap, or even ‘compete’, with the ISO/IEC standard
from UBL that is currently implemented and operational across many
stakeholder communities. Naturally, most of these stakeholders (including
member state governments) are unlikely to abandon their current or planned
investments in technologies simply because an alternative XML standard with
largely the same functionality is being developed and/or published. And why –
from a business justification perspective - should they? And, looking at the
implementation costs for instance, who would benefit from them doing so?
The primary objective in any future standardization strategy by a standard
organization has to be the requirements of the trading communities (e.g. in
member states, especially emerging economies) and not be based on the benefits
to the standards organization itself. That is, providing the standards the market
requires.
The challenge for the future is to avoid further duplication and potential
competition between these two initiatives and engineer a situation where
current and future eBusiness user communities are best served by the work
programmes of both OASIS UBL and UN/CEFACT, each with a proper – and nonoverlapping - remit.
This idea supports a role for UN/CEFACT in facilitating trade through digital
technologies. But the current membership’s drive to create technical standards
(such as XML) appears to be wasteful of its responsibilities and resources and
counterproductive to the goals of global standardization.
Given this situation it is advisable that the OASIS UBL Technical Committee
continues on the path that has brought proven acceptance for UBL. The existing
channel of the eBusiness Memorandum of Understanding Meeting Group29 can
be used to inform the UNECE (and UN/CEFACT) of further developments if
requested.

of UN/CEFACT.
28 As opposed to the use of UN/CEFACT deliverables in specialized domains (for example,
agricultural reporting, small house lodging, etc).
29 http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-T/ebusiness/Pages/mou/default.aspx
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Annex A: 2006 Collaboration statement
Collaboration statement between OASIS UBL and UN/CEFACT
•
•
•
•

•

UN/CEFACT recognizes UBL 230 as appropriate first-generation XML
documents for eBusiness.
Future UN/CEFACT deliverables constitute the upgrade path for UBL.
Maintenance of UBL 2 remains with OASIS.
In the expectation that UN/CEFACT will produce its own integrated set of
XML schemas within a period of three years, OASIS will produce no further
major versions of UBL past UBL 2.
OASIS will grant UN/CEFACT a perpetual, irrevocable license to create
derivative works based on UBL.

Agreed in April 2006.

30

UBL 2 encompasses the major release of UBL 2.0 and all minor releases (UBL 2.1, 2.2, 2.n, etc.).
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Annex B: Common Arguments for Opposition to UBL
Argument 1. UN/CEFACT is the exclusive forum for developing standards
There is a belief that UN/CEFACT, as part of the United Nations, is the exclusive
organization for creating standards for electronic business. Part of this belief
finds its roots in the ambiguity surrounding the definition and interpretation of
‘standards’. From this particular belief follows the vision brought forward by
some, that it holds a superior position to other standards making bodies and that
any other standards development (for example, UBL) should be managed under
the direction of UN/CEFACT.
This is often expressed in UN/CEFACT meetings and documents31 as “everyone
should come and do their work within UN/CEFACT” even though it is clear this is
not happening. It can even be observed that participation is steadily declining.
This attitude explains why some UN/CEFACT participants perceive a competitive
situation with other standardization activities, such as…
• ISO TC 68 and ISO 20022
• WCO and its Data Model
• ISO TC 8 and maritime messages
• IEC and energy/utility messages
• UNESCAP and UNNeXT
A very un-cooperative attitude is expressed toward OASIS and especially UBL;
some arguments encountered are described below.
XML is the same as EDIFACT
The basis of this attitude is perhaps the role UN/CEFACT has had with
UN/EDIFACT. And if XML technology is considered as ‘just another EDI format’
then this is even understandable.
But this is not the understanding of the wider community, nor is it reflected in
the reality of the current situation. For example, the Memorandum of
Understanding on eBusiness has a clear statement on this …
“A.1 In the case of UN/EDIFACT messages or other messages using its
functionality, syntax and/or directories, UN/CEFACT is responsible for the
development and maintenance of these messages and the associated
implementation guidelines.
A.2 Since the standardization of syntaxes for electronic business is broader
than UN/EDIFACT, it is recognized that ISO and IEC are the more
appropriate organizations for the development and maintenance of
standardized syntaxes for electronic business.”32
This statement recognizes that many standards bodies, consortia and
communities have created their own standardized syntaxes (such as XML), suited
to their stakeholders’ requirements, and that they will continue to do so.
31

See for instance
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/cefact/cf_plenary/2016_plenary/CF_2016_020E_Prospe
ctiveDirections.pdf, in Clause 25: ‘Cooperation with other standards bodies will be sought by
encouraging them to join the development and review work within UN/CEFACT, …’
32 Memorandum Of Understanding Between The International Electrotechnical Commission, The
International Organization For Standardization, The International Telecommunication Union and
The United Nations Economic Commission For Europe Clause A.2. (March 2000)
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The breadth of these standardized syntaxes far exceeds that of EDI standards like
EDIFACT33. And if we observe the take-up and use of XML standards it is clear
they are not following the patterns of EDI standards. The market, technology and
the methods of use are different. It should be recognized that emerging Internet
technologies, such as those based on XML, offer a different approach to that of
EDI. And that means the principles applied to EDI standardization that were
effective for EDIFACT may not necessarily be effective for standardizing these
XML-based technologies.

Argument 2. UBL is not a proper standard
In general only those people involved in building standards are the ones who put
significance on the term ‘proper standard’. And usually this is intended to
express ‘my standard is the proper one’. So we first need to clarify the concepts.
De-facto and/or de-jure
There are both de-jure and de-facto standards34. The former are what have been
made available for use in a formalized way, the latter are what we actually use.
The best understanding can be achieved here by giving a basic definition for a
standard: ‘an agreed way of doing something’. Some business problems are easily
solved by bilateral agreement, and such agreement can be called a ‘standard’. For
other problems, standards can be developed beforehand where adoption is left to
the stakeholders. An example of the latter is the light bulb socket. Adhering to a
standard means that the light bulb will not drop out of the socket, but of course a
light bulb manufacturer is free to satisfy specific market demands using very
specific own sockets. Another example here is the plug used to charge mobile
phones.
It is the stakeholder community that ultimately decides what standards it uses
and those are by definition, de-facto – “in reality”.
A de-jure standard has been sanctioned by a recognized standards development
organization, but without adoption it is just filling space on a bookshelf. Too
often standards are published without any support for adoption – as if they are of
value in themselves. In fact they are only useful if they are used.
Of course de-jure sanction encourages adoption but this emphasizes that
sanction is a mean to an end and not the end itself.
Effective standardization is more about traction than sanction. A ‘proper’
standard has traction – it is used. That is why a de-facto standard in certain cases
is more relevant than a de-jure one. De-facto standards always prevail in the
natural selection of standards.
Many everyday standards started as de-facto and then move to become de-jure
standards. This is true of UBL. Not only is UBL a proper standard because it has
33

For examples see: http://www.xml.org/focus-areas
De-jure is an expression that means "concerning law", as contrasted with de facto, which
means "concerning fact". The world of electronic business also has many ‘standards’ that have
been developed and published by recognized standardization bodies. These are de-jure standards
in that they have sanction. But there are also some technologies that are so commonplace that we
adopt them without consideration of using anything else. In the world of ICT we use these in
office documents, operating systems, plugs and cables. They have a critical mass of adoption that
makes them effective as standards. They are de-facto standards because they have market
traction.
34
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traction but today it has sanction from OASIS, ISO/IEC and the European
Commission.
In this way UBL is following a typical and effective evolutionary path for
standardization.
Measuring an international standard
The true strength in the case for UBL’s attraction (especially with government
bodies) is that it is:
• An open global standard (from a recognized standards consortium)
• Effective (the technology works)
• Stable (it has proven sustainable over time and has good governance)
• Proven to meet business requirements (it has market adoption).
No other XML business document standard can make such a claim.
Market driven standard
The direction of UBL’s development has been pragmatic and based on market
demand (that is, stakeholder requests). Initially using the market assessment
from the ebXML project, UBL’s has now addressed the end-to-end international
supply chain incorporating the “buy-ship-pay” processes – sourcing, ordering,
delivery and billing.
Typically stakeholder communities developing services in these areas adopt UBL
without a further requirement for contacting the OASIS UBL Technical
Committee. However, there are some communities who bring their requirements
to and then work with the OASIS UBL Technical Committee to further develop
UBL standards suitable for themselves and other communities35.
As an example, in its early stages the UBL Technical Committee worked closely
with the UK Government and the European Commission on their eProcurement
business process analysis and data models. The legacy of this stakeholder input
continues as contribution in initiatives like the CEN Workshop on Business
Interoperability Interfaces (BII)36 and into two CEN Technical Committees (CEN
TC 434 ‘Electronic Invoicing’37 and CEN TC 440 ‘Electronic Public Procurement’
38) that were established following CEN Member initiatives to develop European
Norms for these areas. UBL contributes a key part of the deliverables of all these
activities.
It is by addressing the market requirements of government agencies that UBL fits
so well into the public procurement processes, especially those of the European
Union.
The UBL TC has also worked with stakeholders in the international freight and
logistics area with the communities of the ports of Hong Kong and Singapore and
with ISO TC 204 (Intelligent Transport Systems) 39, US Department of Transport
Communities then profile these common standards to meet their specific requirements. This
means all implementations are conformant to UBL (validate to the same UBL XML Schema) –
though some may have additional validation rules.
36 http://www.cenbii.eu/
37https://standards.cen.eu/dyn/www/f?p=204:7:0::::FSP_ORG_ID:1883209&cs=1E81C9C83365
5EEDC7010C8D0A2FB786C
38 http://www.ds.dk/en/news-archive/2015/8/keen-interest-in-standards-for-eprocurement
39 Some of this work appears in ISO/TS 17187:2013 "Intelligent transport systems -- Electronic
information exchange to facilitate the movement of freight and its intermodal transfer -Governance rules to sustain electronic information exchange methods "
35
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and the European Commission (DG MOVE) on their Common Framework for
Freight Information Exchange have contributed their business process analysis
and data models.
In some cases this approach to the UBL Technical Committee happened after the
community has been dissatisfied with working with UN/CEFACT. For the OASIS
UBL TC, this has not made relationships with some UN/CEFACT participants any
easier.
Open Standard
Any stakeholder community is best served by open standards and UBL can
legitimately claim to be a true open standard for electronic business. Annex F
(Defining an Open Standard) describes the criteria for open standards and
identifies how UBL complies with these criteria.
Through the rigorous governance rules of OASIS, UBL has followed strong formal
procedures in its development and maintenance. This reflects the nature of
OASIS as a dedicated technical standards development organization (See Annex
E).

Argument 3. UBL makes false claims of compliance to the CCTS
This argument has appeared in the last few years. False claims of compliance
strike at the heart of standards bodies as they dilute the value of the standard.
Conformance clauses are given in standards to avoid this situation. And so the
UBL TC has not taken this accusation lightly.
However, the text in the normative sections stated in the conformance clauses of
the UN/CEFACT CCTS40 may be subject to different interpretations. It is possible
that two conforming implementations of CCTS could produce different results (a
phenomenon not unusual in semantic standards that rely on interpretation). This
was witnessed with the Core Component Libraries used by other groups such as
UN/CEFACT, GS1, UBL and WCO each taking slightly differing interpretations of
the text in some clauses. In fact many of these libraries were used as reference
implementations of CCTS.
These different implementations can all be conforming to the CCTS as they all
satisfy possible interpretations of the normative clauses of the standard. Just
because they are not the same as the UN/CEFACT implementation does not make
them invalid. Especially when they were published before the UN/CEFACT
implementation.
In reality, conformance to the normative clauses of CCTS is not easily verified and
UN/CEFACT do not attempt to verify claims of conformance.
Even though the UBL TC have never been asked for clarification or a formal
response to these accusations in an attempt to address this misunderstanding
the UBL Technical Committee published a Committee Note “UBL Conformance to
ebXML CCTS ISO/TS 15000-5:2005 Version 1.0”
http://docs.oasis-open.org/ubl/UBL-conformance-to-CCTS/v1.0/UBLconformance-to-CCTS-v1.0.html .

http://www.iso.org/iso/home/store/catalogue_tc/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=59292
40 UBL’s semantic data model is based on the UN/CEFACT version of CCTS (ISO/TS 150005:2005) not the more recent ISO TC 154 version (ISO 15000-5:2013).
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Annex C: Identified OASIS UBL stakeholder communities
Currently the variety of usages and implementations cover:
Industry Groups:
o Textile, Clothing and Footwear (European Commission, eBiz-TCF)
o eBusiness Service providers (European eInvoice Service Providers
Association, EESPA)
o Digital business stakeholder groups (Digital Business Council of
Australia)
Commercial Organizations:
o eInvoicing and eProcurement (Tradeshift, Accountis, B2BRouter,
Microsoft Navision, Intuit Quickbooks)
o Online Retailer (Wehkamp)
o Logistics Services (Freightgate)
o ePurchasing (OZedi)
Freight and Transport initiatives:
o eFreight (European Commission, DG MOVE)
o DTTN (Port of Hong Kong)
o TradeNet (Port of Singapore)
o Electronic Freight Management (US Dept of Transport)
o LOGINK (China)
Governmental Procurement initiatives:
o PEPPOL (Pan-European)
o OIOUBL (Denmark)
o EHF (Norway)
o Svefaktura (Sweden)
o E-Invoicing (Iceland)
o ePrior (DIGIT)
o E-Fatura (Turkey)
o Factura Electronica (Peru)
o E-Invoicing (Croatia)
o SimplerInvoicing (Netherlands)
o National Health Service Procurement (UK)
o eInvoicing (Australia)
All of these stakeholders have evaluated the market for suitable XML standards
and made a decision that suits their requirements. Some stakeholders actively
engaged in supporting UBL’s development and continue to do so as a means of
protecting their investments.
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Annex D: OASIS UBL and UN/CEFACT XML documents
The following table identifies the documents (XML standards) provided by OASIS
UBL and illustrates the areas where UN/CEFACT provide similar standards or
publications (as at April 2016).
UBL Documents (65)

UN/CEFACT XML (16 - 2441)

Application Response
Attached Document
Awarded Notification

TenderResultNotice_15p0

Bill of Lading
Call for Tenders

InvitationToTender_15p0

Catalogue

CrossIndustryCatalogue_10p0

Catalogue Deletion
Catalogue Item Specification
Update
Catalogue Pricing Update
Catalogue Request
Certificate of Origin
Contract Award Notice

TenderResultNotice_15p0

Contract Notice
Credit Note

CrossIndustryInvoice_11p0

Debit Note

CrossIndustryInvoice_11p0

Despatch Advice

CrossIndustryDespatchAdvice_10p0

Document Status
Document Status Request
Exception Criteria
Exception Notification
17

Forecast

CrossIndustryDemandForecast_9p0

Forecast Revision

CrossIndustryDemandForecastResponse_9p0

17

Forwarding Instructions
Freight Invoice
Fulfilment Cancellation
Goods Item Itinerary
Guarantee Certificate

TenderGuarantee_15p0

Instruction for Returns
Inventory Report
Invoice

CrossIndustryInvoice_11p0

Item Information Request
Order

CrossIndustryOrder_10p0

17

Order Cancellation
17

Order Change

CrossIndustryOrderChange_10p0

Order Response

CrossIndustryOrderResponse_10p0

17

These XML Schema (in red) have no published or approved standard specification but are
published indirectly as part of the Core Component Library. They have not had formal approval
as a technical standard.
41
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Order Response Simple
Packing List
Prior Information Notice
Product Activity
CrossIndustryRequestForQuotationResponse_9p0
Quotation

1

7

Receipt Advice
Reminder
17

Remittance Advice

CrossIndustryRemittanceAdvice_9p0

Request for Quotation

CrossIndustryRequestForQuotation_9p0

17

Retail Event
Self Billed Credit Note

CrossIndustryInvoice_11p0

Self Billed Invoice

CrossIndustryInvoice_11p0

Statement
Stock Availability Report
Tender

Tender_15p0

Tender Receipt

ReceptionOfTender_15p0

Tenderer Qualification
Tenderer Qualification
Response

QualificationApplication_15p0
RegistrationApplication_15p0

Trade Item Location Profile
Transport Execution Plan
Transport Execution Plan
Request
Transport Progress Status
Transport Progress Status
Request
Transport Service Description
Transport Service Description
Request
Transportation Status
Transportation Status Request
Unawarded Notification

TenderResultNotice_15p0

Utility Statement
Waybill

April, 16

Page 19 of 25

UBL and UN/CEFACT: Report

Annex E: Contrasting OASIS and UN/CEFACT governance
OASIS
The Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standard is a
non-profit consortium that drives the development, convergence and adoption of
open standards for the global information society.
OASIS promotes industry consensus and produces worldwide standards for
security, Cloud computing, SOA, Web services, the Smart Grid, electronic
commerce, electronic publishing, emergency management, and other areas.
OASIS open standards offer the potential to lower cost, stimulate innovation,
grow global markets, and protect the right of free choice of technology.
OASIS is not a commercially driven organization, it is not US-centric and it is not
selling its standards. OASIS is an industry body that sits alongside groups such as
the IETF and W3C as a standards consortium supporting the internet-based
economy.
Membership controls
OASIS has systematic controls on who are its members, their participation and
roles in various Technical Committees. For example, voting rights in a Technical
Committee requires continuous attendance at meetings. Voting rights lapse
automatically if more than 2 consecutive meetings are missed.
This system manages over 5000 current OASIS members.
Transparency
All OASIS mailing lists are visible to the public.
All Technical Committee working documents and meeting minutes are registered
in the OASIS system and are visible to the public.
All OASIS Technical Committees provide an email address for public comments to
be received (within the conditions of their IPR policy).
Governance of standards
The following policy documents, approved by the Board of Directors, govern
OASIS members and Technical Committees.
Policies
• Intellectual Property Rights Policy
• Liaison Policy
• Mailing List Policy
• Media Relations Policy
• OASIS Naming Directives
• OASIS TC Process
• Trademark Policy
• Translations Policy
Guidelines & Best Practice
• OASIS TC Administration How-to Guide
• Conformance, Interoperability and Portability Testing: Proposed
Procedures and Practices
• Interoperability Guidelines
• Testability Guidelines
• Writing Conformance Clauses
April, 16
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Tool support for standardization activities
OASIS uses a common web-based platform for all membership and Technical
Committee activities. This ensures consistency in the development across all
OASIS deliverables.
This system enforces strict membership criteria, balloting procedures, document
and issue tracking together with adherence to policy and procedures (see
examples below).

UN/CEFACT
Membership controls
Delegated members of UN/CEFACT are known as experts. Experts are approved
by their national Head of Delegation.
UN/CEFACT have established a Roster of Participants to identify who are the
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current designated experts.
UN/CEFACT is managed by a Bureau, comprising of a Chair and several ViceChairs. They are supported by a Secretariat from the UNECE. The Bureau
supervises the work carried out in groups of experts who work in Program
Development Areas.
The UN/CEFACT Chair and Bureau are elected by the Plenary (member states)
and these are the only elected positions within UN/CEFACT.
All Standards and publications are approved by the Bureau however all UNECE
Recommendations are approved by the Plenary.
New projects require the support of at least three member states. Project leaders
are appointed by the Bureau.
Members of project teams are not explicitly appointed. The consistency of the
use of membership controls is unclear. Often meeting attendees, official
participants and unofficial liaisons are all considered members.
A reasonable estimate is that 20-30 UN/CEFACT experts work in the area of XML
standardization (either directly or indirectly).
Transparency
The official public interface to UN/CEFACT is through the UNECE website.
Access to project work areas and email lists is restricted to delegated
UN/CEFACT experts only.
Governance of standards
The following documents, approved by the UN/CEFACT Plenary, govern
UN/CEFACT experts and projects.
Policies
• UN/CEFACT structure, mandate, terms of reference and procedures
• Open Development Process
• Code of Conduct
• UN/CEFACT Intersessional approval process
• Integrated Strategy for UN/CEFACT
• Intellectual Property Rights Policy
• Programme of work
• Rules of procedure for the UN/CEFACT Bureau
There are no specific governance rules for XML standards, such as conformance
rules, version control policy and life cycle management.
Tool support for standardization activities
Project teams are supposed to use the UNECE’s content management system for
managing their work. This is a passive document management system that is
used differently by various projects and in many cases not used at all.
Consequently the information is out of data, inaccurate and difficult to find.
As a result there are several private sites and proprietary tools42 that are used to
maintain project information.
For non-members there is no over-all stakeholder communication strategy,
encompassing management of information directed towards stakeholders.

42

For example GEFEG.FX is the maintenance tool for the UN/CEFACT Core Component Library
(http://www.gefeg.com/en/downloads/GEFEGFX-Info.pdf)
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Annex F: Defining an Open Standard
Open standards for software interoperability, data and document formats, exhibit
all of the following criteria43:
• Collaboration - the standard is maintained through a collaborative decisionmaking process that is consensus based and independent of any individual
supplier. Involvement in the development and maintenance of the standard is
accessible to all interested parties.
UBL has been developed as an OASIS standard. OASIS is a non-profit
consortium that drives the development, convergence and adoption of
open standards for the global information society. OASIS members
broadly represent the marketplace of public and private sector
technology leaders, users and influencers. The consortium has more
than 5,000 participants representing over 600 organizations and
individual members in more than 65 countries.
Members themselves set the OASIS technical agenda, using a
lightweight process expressly designed to promote industry consensus
and unite disparate efforts. It is open to any individual or organization
(with a nominal membership fee44 for operating administration
services).
• Transparency - the decision-making process is transparent and a publicly
accessible review by subject matter participants is part of the process.
OASIS is distinguished by its transparent governance and operating
procedures.
• Due process - the standard is adopted by a specification or standardisation
organisation, or a forum or consortium with a feedback and ratification process
to ensure quality.
Completed work is ratified by open ballot. Governance is accountable
and unrestricted. Officers of both the OASIS Board of Directors and
Technical Advisory Board are chosen by democratic election to serve
two-year terms. Consortium leadership is based on individual merit
and is not tied to financial contribution, corporate standing, or special
appointment.
The UBL Technical Committee also has a policy for the governance of
UBL. This describes the governance of the process to propose, accept
and incorporate changes to the OASIS Universal Business Language
(UBL) 2 specifications. The Committee Note is available at
http://docs.oasis-open.org/ubl/UBL-Governance/v1.0/cn01/UBLGovernance-v1.0-cn01.html
• Fair access - the standard is published, thoroughly documented and publicly
available at zero or low cost.
UBL is freely available from the OASIS website at:
https://www.oasisopen.org/committees/tc_home.php?wg_abbrev=ubl
There is also a public web site and wiki for users of UBL to be found at
UK Government definition (https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/making-software/openstandards-and-licensing.html)
44 Individual dues are 310 USD/year.
43
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•

•

ubl.xml.org.
Market support - other than in the context of creating innovative solutions,
the standard is mature, supported by the market and demonstrates platform,
application and vendor independence.
UBL version 1.0 was published in 2004. This was followed by version
2.0 in 2006. Version 2.1 is to be published in 2013. Over this period
many stakeholder communities have made themselves known to the
UBL Technical Committee. These are listed in Annex C.
Rights - rights essential to implementation of the standard, and for interfacing
with other implementations which have adopted that same standard, are
licensed on a royalty free basis that is compatible with both open source and
proprietary licensed solutions. These rights should be irrevocable unless there is
a breach of licence conditions.
UBL is published under the OASIS Royalty Free on Limited Terms
basis. This means parties obligated in the development may not
impose any further conditions or restrictions on the use of any
technology or intellectual property rights, or other restrictions on
behavior of the Licensee, but may include reasonable, customary
terms relating to operation or maintenance of the license relationship,
including the following: choice of law and dispute resolution.
This type of license is favoured by open source developers as it
protects both the users and the developers of software using the
standards.
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Annex G: The OASIS UBL Statement of Purpose (2002)
The aims of the UBL TC shall be as follows45:
• To avert a crisis in electronic business caused by competing XML
business-to-business document standards by choosing as a starting point
an existing XML business document library as the basis for creating a new
"Universal Business Language" that will be a synthesis of existing XML
business document libraries.
• To begin with xCBL 3.0 as the starting point and to develop the standard
UBL library by mutually agreed-upon changes to xCBL 3.0 based on
industry experience with other XML business libraries and with similar
technologies such as Electronic Data Interchange.
• To develop UBL in light of standards/specifications issued by UN/CEFACT,
ISO, IEC, ITU, W3C, IETF, OASIS, and such other standards bodies and
organizations as the UBL TC may deem relevant.
• To harmonize UBL as far as practical with the ebXML specifications
approved in Vienna (May 2001), with the work of the Joint Core
Components initiative (a joint project of ANSI ASC X12 and the
UN/EDIFACT Working Group), and with the work of other appropriate
business information bodies.
• To vest ownership of UBL in OASIS, a nonprofit corporation dedicated to
the adoption of structured information standards, and to make it freely
available to everyone without licensing or other fees.
• Ultimately, to promote UBL to the status of an international standard for
the conduct of XML-based electronic business.

45

OASIS UBL charter (https://www.oasis-open.org/committees/ubl/charter.php)
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