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BOSTON -- The Extensible Markup Language has evolved beyond being just cool technology to become a practical tool that can save businesses time and money, according to experts gathered at the XML World 2000 conference here this week. 

Joe Gollner, founder of XIA Information Architects Corp. and the conference chairman, offered anecdotal proof that XML has hit the mainstream: A large advertisement for XML was posted at Boston's Logan Airport by the German company Software AG. 

"Things have changed obviously," Gollner said. "Seeing a big sign, an expensive sign, in a mainstream venue was staggering. It's kind of like reaching the land of milk and honey." 

Keynote speaker Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the Web and chairman of the World Wide Web Consortium, urged the audience to shed its closed-world assumptions and instead build systems that can connect with one another. He acknowledged some may question why bother using namespaces when building a home page, but he likened the possibilities to the beginnings of hypertext. 

"Make sure everything important has one," Berners-Lee said of Universal Resource Idenitifiers. 

He also stressed the importance of the persistence of URIs and making them part of the record for users. The self-describing Web also means applications can communicate indirectly without any special knowledge of one another. 

"This will be a great basis for civilization for automating the world," Berners-Lee said. 

If companies open up their own data to the Web, it opens up possibilities for new business opportunities once software applications and search engines can automatically find the data and manipulate it easily, Berners-Lee said. 

"It will become essential to have your parts out there in a form they can manipu-late," Berners-Lee said. 

A bright wireless future 

Jaime Ellertson, executive vice president and chief strategy officer of BroadVision Inc., said many large companies have much or most of their back-end systems formatted in XML. About a year ago, Lycos Inc. had 50 percent of all its data feeds in an XML format, while CNN uses virtually all XML. Likewise, XML has become the common format for B2B content, he said. 

"It's the emerging lingua franca of electronic content and commerce," Ellertson said. "Today there is a whole emerging market of businesses focused solely on XML or driving the B2B exchanges." 

While B2B is a huge core market for XML, wireless will be even bigger, Ellertson asserted, because of XML's ability to easily morph into the appropriate format for a device. 

"If any of you have ever read a news article on a phone, you know what true misery is," Ellertson said. 

Edd Dumbill, managing editor of XML.com, told conference attendees that XML also can solve internal communication problems between various applications. 

"XML is offering a lot of hope for escape from this system of fragmentation," Dumbill said. 

There are now hundreds of vertical efforts related to XML, including work on an XML schema for chess, he said. 

While Dumbill said SOAP (the Simple Object Access Protocol) and RDF (the Resource Description Format) have some fundamental differences, both take chunks of information and XML data and give users a way of representing it. 

"Both definitely have a place in the future," Dumbill said. 


