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Oracle outlines Intranet Strategy�SQL Server still the best database for building Internet/Intranet Apps 





�
Oracle recently outlined their vision for creating a full-service Intranet at a strategy day in San Francisco.  In Oracle’s assessment of the market place, current Intranet technologies from companies like Microsoft and Netscape limit applications to dynamic, data-driven web documents.  Oracle claims to be the only company capable of delivering products which allow customers to use Internet technologies to build truly scalable applications, conduct transactions and enable decision support.  


As part of their strategy day, Oracle announced several products aimed at delivering on this vision.  In an attempt to counter Microsoft’s Intranet strategy, and in an obvious play to their strength as a big-iron database vendor, Oracle declared in their press release that “by moving the data and applications from a ‘fat’ client to a ‘fat’ server, Intranets offer companies the benefits of applications that can be built once, deployed by sending out a URL address, and updated in a single place for universal access to timely information.”


What does an oracle customer really get?


The promise of Intranet technologies is faster application development, ease of deployment and overall lower cost of ownership.  Oracle, however, is not likely to deliver on this fundamental promise for the following reasons:


Oracle’s strategy briefing was a parade of unproven technologies.  None of Oracle’s key products have shipped.  In fact, most are in early stages of development, and only a few have made it into beta.


Oracle’s solutions are based on proprietary tools, protocols and architectures, rather than standard Internet protocols, greatly increasing the cost and complexity of developing applications that work in mixed environments.  If Oracle’s products prove to be expensive, difficult to use, or lacking in functionality, there are few options for substituting another company’s technology.  


Oracle’s strategy is built on the shaky foundation of the  Network Computer (NC), and so it is dependent somewhat on this untried and unproven technology.  This also means that Oracle’s application development strategy assumes dumb clients, rather than intelligent workstations.  The effect of this is twofold:  all programming is done on the server, and creating the kinds of slick, graphical interfaces users have come to demand is much tougher.  Also the resulting applications are often less sophisticated than those built using a multi-tier architecture. 


As with their client/server development strategy, Oracle’s Intranet strategy is database-centric.  Oracle offers most of their technologies only as add-ons to Universal Server, and the rest rely on processing and coordination from Universal Server.  Since all application coordination occurs at the database level, it will be very difficult to integrate into Oracle’s infrastructure, applications that use non-Oracle servers or components built with non-Oracle tools.


A closer look!


Oracle’s Intranet Strategy Day focused on the announcement of four Intranet application development tools:  Designer/2000, Developer/2000, Express Web Analyzer, and the Web Request Broker.


Oracle Designer/2000 is a client/server application design tool which stores ‘business models’ and ‘design templates’ in a repository.  These models and templates are then used by Developer/2000 to generate forms-based, client/server applications which access Oracle databases.  Developer/2000 may also generate reports against an Oracle database.


Oracle does not have any tools for authoring HTML, doing web-site management, or taking advantage of component development on the Web.  Oracle’s answer to Intranet development is to use the same tools for both web and client/server development.  To create an Intranet application using Oracle’s tools, first, you would have to create an application design using Designer/2000.  Using this design, Designer/2000 will be able to generate a web application.  


Although the resulting application interface runs within an Internet browser, all of the application logic resides in the Oracle database server.  Calls from a web browser get routed through a CGI interface to an agent on the Internet server then on to the database server for processing.  This architecture makes it extremely difficult to integrate with applications that don’t already reside in an Oracle database.  It will even be difficult to integrate applications built with other Oracle tools.  Furthermore, this technology is limited to read only applications. According to Oracle’s Director of Tools Product Marketing, Steven Ehrlich, customers will have to wait until next year for Designer/2000 applications that can update, add or delete data. 


The next version of Oracle’s Developer/2000 will allow customers to build data-driven reports, output these reports to HTML, and make them available via a Web catalog.  While these are important capabilities, Microsoft customers already perform similar tasks using SQL Server and several Microsoft tools.  The SQL Server Web Assistant, the Internet Database Connector, and dbWeb allow customers to build solutions that automatically publish SQL Server data, as well as query and update a SQL Server database.


Oracle’s Express Web Analyzer is designed for building Intranet-enabled decision support applications.  This product will be a Web front end to the Oracle Express Server, a multi-dimensional database, allowing a developer to create pivot style reports for viewing in a Web browser.  However, since Oracle’s strategy is centered around the concept of a dumb client, i.e., the NC, users sacrifice the rich user interface and data manipulation capabilities they need from a true decision support system.  Reports generated are rendered as static HTML by the Express Web Analyzer.  While the user may drill down and manipulate dimensions within a report, this requires many round trips to the server.  Furthermore, since the data is displayed using simple HTML, table formatting options are severely limited.  


Today, a Microsoft customer may easily distribute Microsoft Excel pivot tables via the Intranet as front ends to SQL Server data.  Furthermore, these Microsoft Excel pivot tables may be viewed in a browser using the ActiveX( Document feature of Internet Explorer 3.0.  This solution is superior to the Oracle solution since the user gets current data, a richer user interface, and significantly better analysis and formatting tools without requiring extra network or server overhead.


The newest technology presented by Oracle was their Web Request Broker (WRB), Version 2.0.  The WRB is a mechanism for adding, dispatching and load balancing extensions to the Oracle WebServer.  These server extensions, called “cartridges”, may be written in the C++, Visual Basic( or Java( systems.  To build an Intranet application using a cartridge, a developer would have to embed Java in HTML to make a call to the cartridge.  Oracle claims that the WRB will balance load between multiple instances of a cartridge, manage persistence between a Web browser and a cartridge and manage transactions across multiple cartridges.


Oracle explains the Web Request Broker as a technology to bring, scalable component development to the Intranet.  What they are really doing is trying to establish a server programming model, which is completely closed and Oracle-centric.  The WRB is an application development environment best described as cumbersome and proprietary.  Cartridges may be written in only a few languages, and must be written to a proprietary API, rather than to an industry standard object model like COM.  The WRB has no inherent transactional capabilities: It requires an Oracle7 server to provide transaction management.  This means that even if you don’t have any data in an Oracle database, you must still have an Oracle7 server to manage your transactions.  Finally, while Oracle claims that application persistence is a major feature of the WRB, Oracle refused to explain what mechanism would be used to maintain persistence. 


Further,  Oracle’s own development tools don’t support their Web Request Broker.  Oracle did not articulate any plans to integrate the WRB technology with Designer/2000 or Developer/2000.  Finally, in keeping with Oracle tradition, they are selling technology long before it will be available.  Oracle representatives explained that a beta version of the Web Request Broker on Sun’s Solaris will not be available before late fall, and a shipping product is not expected until next year.  There was no discussion of when the technology would be available for Microsoft Windows NT(.


Microsoft has a far superior strategy for building scalable, multi-tiered, client-server applications using Internet technologies.  At our Intranet Day, Microsoft publicly announced Viper, which combines the best features from tp monitors, object request brokers, and messaging systems.  Application developers need only create simple components encompassing their business logic, and Viper will provide an execution environment which manages transactions, scalability, component configuration, and security services.  With Viper, developers may use any development tool capable of creating an ActiveX component (i.e., OLE server) such as Visual Basic, Borland Delphi, PowerBuilder, Visual C++(, Java, or even MicroFocus Visual COBOL.  Finally, developers are not tied to a single database.  An application may update a CICS/MVS mainframe application as easily as a UNIX/Oracle database, or a Microsoft SQL Server database.  In fact, Viper will seamlessly coordinate a single transaction across multiple components and multiple resource managers.


The bottom line


Oracle announced several new tools and technologies at its Intranet Strategy Day, and outlined how these might be used to build a full-service Intranet.  What they didn’t say is that these tools are limited by three fundamental flaws.  First, Oracle’s products are unproven.  None of the key tools or technologies that they outlined have shipped, and most have not even reached beta.  Second, having to support the Network Computer limits the richness of applications built with their technology.  Third, Oracle’s tools lack support for some important Internet standards and require customers to adopt an Oracle-only architecture.  If Oracle can’t get its own tools to work together, customers will find it very difficult to use third party applications and tools to fill the gaps not covered by Oracle.


Microsoft SQL Server, Microsoft Windows NT Server and Microsoft Internet Information Server offer a superior platform for building Intranet solutions.  Microsoft’s technologies are not limited by the Network Computer.  Companies can continue to use the tools and applications they are familiar with today, on the client and on the server. Viper brings critical functionality to the Microsoft server platform, enabling desktop developers, to easily build highly scalable, multi-tier, client/server applications using standard component technologies.  Finally, Microsoft’s strategy is open.  The server products adhere to important Internet standards that allow customers to choose from many different development and content management tools.  Customers may use whatever tool works best for their project with the assurance that it will work within the Microsoft environment.
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