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Recently I read a Twitter posting that the OGC is ignoring REST!  This posting could not be farther from the truth. The more correct statement might be, “While the OGC does not yet have a consistent (standard) best practice for defining RESTful OGC Web Services they are actively working on this issue”. As a matter of fact, OGC work on Web Services began in 1998 – 2 years before Fielding’s PhD on REST was completed. In 2001, the OGC issued a white paper on OGC Web Services. http://portal.opengeospatial.org/files/?artifact_id=14973&version=1&format=pdf . Since then, the OGC members have worked numerous test beds and projects testing and validating the use of various approaches to implementing OGC web services. This work is captured in a variety of public OGC documents.

In many ways, the current SOA versus ROA discussions remind me of the Fortran versus C, relational versus object, and C++ versus Java arguments. After often heated dialogues and in the majority of these “what technology is better” arguments, the various advocates from each technology camp eventually agree that both technologies have their benefits and that the “best tool for the job” is the proper recommendation. 

The OGC membership has been discussing REST and prototyping and testing best practices for RESTful OGC services for almost two years and there has been progress. In order to define standards and best practices, there needs to be agreement on vocabulary, terms, and semantics. This is actually the hardest aspect of defining a standard. For example, consider the terms “Service Oriented Architecture” or “OGC Resource”. What do these terms mean within the OGC standards context? Discussions quickly begin to focus on “What is a service” or “What is a resource?” Group consensus on such topics may seem simple but it is not. Again, for example, many believe that SOA=SOAP. This is unfortunate.

Service-oriented architectures are not a new thing. Early service-oriented architectures include well-known Object Request Brokers (ORBs) based on the CORBA specification or TCP/IP. I worked with the GenaMap service oriented implementation back in the late 1980’s. GenaMap used a request broker with a simple common API based on TCP/IP secure sockets. In today’s ICT world, a SOA can be implemented using any number of patterns, including SOAP, ESBs, CORBA, JAVA, or REST. Further, a SOA implementation could use multiple patterns. The current Amazon cloud APIs support both SOAP and RESTful patterns.
The OGC membership is diverse both geographically and professionally with interests in many different information domains. Some organizations work purely in a SOAP/WSDL environment, some work purely in a RESTful world while others have their technical “feet” planted in both patterns. As such, the large majority of OGC members believe that both approaches are important and that implementers should use the best tool (or tools) available when implementing an OGC standards based project in their organizations. Therefore, at the recent Valencia meetings, the OGC members approved the following position statement:

“The OGC recognizes that there are multiple patterns and architecture styles and that OGC standards need to continue to be developed and/or evolve to accommodate multiple styles and patterns. The OGC promotes development of service oriented architecture standards using platform-independent abstract specifications and platform-dependent implementation specifications for all OGC service standards that support both procedure-oriented and resource-oriented service styles or patterns. The caveat is that this requirement can be dropped for service standards for which multiple bindings or patterns are not appropriate.”

Since the work on Simple Features back in 1998, OGC members have not taken formal positions on what IT technology or standards on which OGC depends are going to “win” in the market place. These are market decisions. The OGC membership works hard to stay abreast of changing trends in IT in order to continue to create useful, evolvable, and persistent standards.  In this light, we should point out that the latest version of the OGC Web Map Tiling draft standard defines a RESTful interface and that the next version of OGC Catalogue will support an OpenSearch extension. There is also a REST API for the Sensor Observation Service (SOS)

In conclusion, the OGC standards development process is always open to existing and emerging service architectures. The OGC is open to your requirements – please let us know what they are!

