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                             Chinese Central Government 

                                     ---- A wonderful use of XML       
      With the rapid development of Internet in China, more and more web sites are emerging now. Especially, Chinese government at all levels developed or are developing their own web pages to add all kinds of on-line services so that people need not wait in line too much, or even need not go to the government offices by person for the routine businesses. Although this kind of work just started several years ago, it is developing so rapidly that it has been extensively spread to most county governments and some city governments, and will be spread to most city governments in near future.

      While the government web sites improved the efficiency greatly, some serious problems are arising. The un-standard format of the web pages is one of them. Because the data formats are not unified, it is hard to exchange databases and communicate smoothly between different cities or counties.

      In order to solve this problem, the IT department of Central government is planning on building a single country wide data format for all government offices. After careful investigations and comparisons, we suggest that we use XML, instead of HTML to design the unified data format. The reason of our decision lies in the following introduction of XML, HTML and their comparison. 

      XML (Extensible Markup Language) is a markup language for documents containing structured information. Structured information contains both content (words, pictures, etc.) and some indication of what role that content plays (for example, content in a section heading has a different meaning from content in a footnote, which means something different than content in a figure caption or content in a database table, etc.). Almost all documents have some structure. A markup language is a mechanism to identify structures in a document. The XML specification defines a standard way to add markup to documents.

      HTML is also a markup language. As both sense experience and path for creation, HTML has advanced far beyond its first humble steps. But its virtues now shackle it. It can no longer move forward. HTML outlines hypertext structure. Ideally, hypertext is data following a path imposed by user whim, linked and experienced independent of where it and its user are. Though the Web hasn't reached this ideal and perhaps never will, HTML's design grasps for it, emphasizing three concerns in data delivery: Linking, Simplicity, Portability. However, if you want more, you have problem. HTML is limited in: Intelligence, (How well data knows itself?)  Adaptation, (How well data changes in response to changing times?)  Maintenance. (How easily data is cared for?)

      XML allows specific markup to be created for specific data. It has the virtues of HTML without any of its limitations. XML is strong in: Intelligence, Adaptation, Maintenance, Linking, Simplicity, and Portability. These features are determined by the development goals of XML. The XML specification sets out the following goals for XML: 

1. It shall be straightforward to use XML over the Internet. Users must be able to view XML documents as quickly and easily as HTML documents. In practice, this will only be possible when XML browsers are as robust and widely available as HTML browsers, but the principle remains. 

2. XML shall support a wide variety of applications. XML should be beneficial to a wide variety of diverse applications: authoring, browsing, content analysis, etc. Although the initial focus is on serving structured documents over the web, it is not meant to narrowly define XML. 

3. XML shall be compatible with SGML. Most of the people involved in the XML effort come from organizations that have a large, in some cases staggering, amount of material in SGML. XML was designed pragmatically, to be compatible with existing standards while solving the relatively new problem of sending richly structured documents over the web. 

4. It shall be easy to write programs that process XML documents. The colloquial way of expressing this goal while the spec was being developed was that it ought to take about two weeks for a competent computer science graduate student to build a program that can process XML documents. 

5. The number of optional features in XML is to be kept to an absolute minimum, ideally zero. Optional features inevitably raise compatibility problems when users want to share documents and sometimes lead to confusion and frustration. 

6. XML documents should be human-legible and reasonably clear. If you don't have an XML browser and you've received a hunk of XML from somewhere, you ought to be able to look at it in your favorite text editor and actually figure out what the content means. 

7. The XML design should be prepared quickly. Standards efforts are notoriously slow. XML was needed immediately and was developed as quickly as possible. 

8. The design of XML shall be formal and concise. In many ways a corollary to rule 4, it essentially means that XML must be expressed in EBNF and must be amenable to modern compiler tools and techniques. 
There are a number of technical reasons why the SGML grammar cannot be expressed in EBNF. Writing a proper SGML parser requires handling a variety of rarely used and difficult to parse language features. XML does not. 

9. XML documents shall be easy to create. Although there will eventually be sophisticated editors to create and edit XML content, they won't appear immediately. In the interim, it must be possible to create XML documents in other ways: directly in a text editor, with simple shell and Perl scripts, etc. 

10. Terseness in XML markup is of minimal importance. Several SGML language features were designed to minimize the amount of typing required to manually key in SGML documents. These features are not supported in XML. From an abstract point of view, these documents are indistinguishable from their more fully specified forms, but supporting these features adds a considerable burden to the SGML parser (or the person writing it, anyway). In addition, most modern editors offer better facilities to define shortcuts when entering text. 

      This is the vision of XML. XML won't just supplement the Web. It will be the Web. Therefore, we have sufficient reason to use XML to design our important project, and to believe it will help us realize our goal.
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