Proposal for a XML/SOAP based framework to standardize commonly used data formats to enable easy data exchange between government, business and scientific organizations throughout the country.
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I am assuming I am the Information Technology minister for India. India is a very vast country and very diverse. We have different languages and cultures for each state and very often with each city. One of the biggest problems this diversity causes is the inability to standardize any particular language for use for Official work. Also currently each state has its own procedures for going about official business and hence also there own document formats, making it very difficult to interchange information between different offices or organizations.

What I plan to introduce is a single countrywide format for a particular type of task. I plan to use XML to describe this standard format and to exchange it using XML on the web. Thus and automobile licensing office any where in India will have its automobile record in a standard XML format and shall with the help of XML be able to exchange this data with any other requiring automobile data in the country. Similarly our health care system, banking, science and technology institutes etc shall all be able to communicate with each other and share information.  

The data formats having been defined in XML shall be platform and language independent. They can utilize the existing HTTP server framework that we have installed in the country and hence shall require no major investment in infrastructure. 

Also since we do not care which application created the document as long as it is in the right format, and thus we can now have two systems implemented using totally different technologies communicating with each other. Thus all we need are parsers to read the XML documents and parsers to convert the documents in the current format to the standard XML representation. We don’t have to rewrite our current software that does the major data processing and that is a major cost advantage for the legacy systems can still be used. Thus the only investment is in writing the specific XML parsers, which is a trivial task.   

XML is also one technology that is an open standard and not owned by any major corporate house and hence is ideal for government use where we do not want to be seen siding with any major corporation. Thus we can provide an information interchange system that does not force you to use a particular technology to interact with it.

There already are exiting systems based on this technology in other country, and have so far shown very encouraging results. Thus the technology has been tested in the real world and has proved its worth. Listed below are a few applications already implemented using XML and I plan to implement similar systems in India.

Financial Institutions ::

One of the most widely used XML vocabularies is the Open Financial Exchange (OFX), used by personal finance software packages and banking institutions to manage online bank accounts. An effort initiated by Quicken, Microsoft, and CheckFree, OFX has been widely adopted as the protocol for communicating between banks, brokerages, and personal finance software such as Quicken and Microsoft Money. Like most XML-based protocols, OFX works on a request/response basis. Your finance software sends a "give me my account balance" OFX request to the bank, and the bank responds with an OFX "here's your account balance" response. The vocabulary covers a variety of common banking and investment options, including account balances, online payments, investment instructions, and credit card instructions. 

Health Care ::

Recording information about medical patients is a daunting task. Healthcare providers must maintain meticulous patient records and communicate securely with insurance companies, regulatory agencies, other health care providers, and patients themselves about the details of patient care. The Kona architecture was developed cooperatively by members of the Health-Level 7 (HL7) organization to address the problem of interoperable healthcare records. Originally defined using SGML, the Kona architecture is now evolving into an XML standard called the HL7 Document Patient Record Architecture. Using a technique known as architectural forms, the Kona architecture provides an extensible mechanism for capturing both standard and proprietary information about patients, procedures, claims, and other aspects important to healthcare providers, patients, and insurers. One of the goals of the Kona architecture is to enable healthcare providers to create, access, and maintain a "birth-to-death" electronic patient record that promises to improve the level of care made possible by providing healthcare providers with a complete understanding of a patient's medical history.

Exchange of scientific information ::

E.g. Telecommunication data ::

Interoperability is extremely important to the telecom industry, and the Telecommunications Industry Forum (TCIF) provides guidelines for the interchange of information between buyers and sellers of telecom equipment and services. The Telecommunication Interchange Markup (TIM) language, originally based on the SGML DocBook vocabulary, was recently converted to be XML compliant. TIM is used to exchange technical telecommunication documents. 

What has made XML all the more exciting is the introduction of the SOAP protocol. With the release of SOAP 1.1 we have now a standardized protocol for RPC using XML. This makes it even easier for totally heterogeneous systems to not only exchange raw data but also to communicate using the request response model.

We can now have government offices offering particular services and all you have to do is call the right service with the right parameters to get the information you are looking for. SOAP 1.1 also solves a major problem of being able to get access across firewalls selectively. So now government offices can have strict firewalls but can still allow particular RPC request using the SOAP protocol to get through to the server.  

I personally believe this standardization and ability to freely exchange information using the XML/SOAP framework shall help the Information technology boom in India.

Some useful XML links ::

XML technical links:

The SGML/XML Web Page - OASIS - exhaustive XML resource 

http://www.oasis-open.org/cover/xml.html

One of the best pages for getting information on XML.

XMLinfo.com  - of particular interest is the section on International XML.

XMLsoftware.com  - Contains some good information and has been pretty well categorized.

Finetuning.com XML page 

www.finetuning.com/xml.html  - Some cool information about python and XML Processing.

IBM's XML Page  - IBMs view of the XML world

www.ibm.com/developer/xml/

XML.com – A good collection of articles on XML 

W3C XML Homepage - includes the XML specification 

http://www.w3.org/XML/

Organizations ::

W3C :: www.w3.org

OASIS - the best place for information on XML :: www.oasis-open.org

XML/EDI Group

While surfing the net for general information on XML one thing that really impressed me was the no of existing systems that already use XML effectively. Though XML is an evolving standard there already are very robust application, which use it and a re as effective as any time and tested old technology. Also impressive is the support it has from both JAVA users and hardcore Microsoft product supporters. Both the group seem to have found something they finally agree on. Also something that I think is unique about XML is that both business and the academia have found it equally useful and both see a wide potential in it. 

