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OGC, CEN/TC 287 and ISO/TC 211 Increase Coordination

On March 1 2010, (NSDI) the European Committee for Standardization (CEN) geographic information committee (CEN/TC 287) convened a National Spatial Data Infrastructure best practices workshop in Saint-Denis, Paris, France. The workshop provided an opportunity for organizational representatives of CEN/TC 287, ISO/TC 211, the Technical Committee from the International Organization for Standardization responsible for Geographic Information/Geomatics, and the Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC) to discuss ways in which coordination between these standards bodies can be improved to better address European and international standards requirements. The workshop included representatives from participating user communities and led to general agreement for closer, more formal cooperation between OGC and CEN/TC 287, as well as agreement to consider continued improvements in OGC and ISO/TC 211 coordination. Emphasis was also placed on the testing of standards for viability, fulfillment of purpose, ease of implementation and improvements in interoperability. Representatives agreed that "test early, test often" is a key goal.

The three organizations (OGC, ISO/TC 211, CEN/TC 287) are exploring the adoption of a common “Change Request / Requirements Registry” and examining ways in which XML schema for adopted standards can be managed more effectively and efficiently across these organizations. Gathering all requirements and change requests in an open forum visible to the public will also make the standards process more transparent and more responsive to community needs. All parties agreed that continued exploration of process improvements would be valuable to the community, with particular focus on improved coordination, reduction in duplication of effort, and streamlining of standards coordination processes.

These activities reflect growing appreciation of the role of standards in the “Digital Agenda” for Europe, as documented in various European Commission publications over the last two years.
 They also reflect a growing trend toward international cooperation in the standards world.

Background
In 1998, the OGC signed a cooperative agreement and also became a Class A Liaison organization with ISO/TC 211 (geomatics). Since then, six OGC standards have been submitted to TC 211 and gone through the formal ISO process to become joint OGC and ISO standards. These include the OGC Simple Features (SF), Web Map Service (WMS), and Web Feature Service (WFS) interface standards and the OGC Geography Markup Language (GML), Filter (FE), and Observations and Measurements (O&M) encoding standards.

Having a close correspondence between OGC standards and ISO international standards supports market development and policy development in Europe, Asia, and other world regions. The relationship also adds a vetting process that “puts more eyes on” the standards, ensuring that they are as good as they can be, addressing all relevant requirements.

ISO has a “Publicly Available Specification” (PAS) process that is faster and less demanding on human resources, and the OGC may make more use of this process in the future. Similarly, the OGC Members recently approved an OGC “Fast Track” process to allow rapid adoption of de-facto industry standards and community of interest standard encodings that have been broadly implemented. 

The OGC has had a formal liaison with CEN since September 2005. The Liaison agreement was approved by the CEN Secretariat for a three-year term, and continues in accordance with the provisions of the Liaison letter issued to the OGC.

CEN and the OGC are currently engaged in discussions regarding cooperative activities that will help both organizations contribute more effectively to the development of a European Spatial Data Infrastructure through the EU INSPIRE initiative.

Current environment: Location is hot in the standards world!

Numerous standards activities and standards development organizations (SDOs) – such as ISO, OASIS, W3C, open mobile alliance, buildingSMART International Alliance for Interoperability, IETF, 911 NENA, and OSGeo (see full names below) -- have requirements for encoding and/or using location. Over the last 5 years, location has become an increasingly important part of their standards work. OGC has worked with ISO/TC 211 for more than a decade, but since 2003, the OGC staff and member representatives have also become much more involved in standards work in other SDOs. The primary objective of such work has been to ensure that the encoding and processing of location elements in other, non-OGC standards is, at a minimum, consistent with the OGC and ISO abstract models for content, information, and service. 

Through this ongoing effort, the OGC plays a key role in ensuring the common and consistent use of location/geography across the spectrum of information and communication technology (ICT) standards. Location and geography are important in many industries, but often these industries are not aware of standards activities outside their domains of interest. In an era of rapidly evolving technology and business requirements, each of the standards organizations could, without active coordination, develop substantially different geospatial interface and encoding standards that would result in widespread confusion and lack of interoperability.

Viewed from a different perspective, location and geography are also important in localities, countries and regions, and it is very important for agencies and regional commissions to deliver government requirements for interoperability into industry-focused standards activities. Government agencies and commissions also play an important role in advancing market uptake of standards. For example, INSPIRE (Infrastructure for Spatial Information in Europe) provides an important coordination function to improve the sharing of geospatial data and services across political boundaries. INSPIRE documents make extensive references to OGC, ISO and CEN standards.

OGC Alliance Partners

Over the years, OGC standards, especially the OGC Geography Markup Language Encoding Standard (GML), have been integrated or incorporated into standards from other SDOs. The OGC has formal relationships with these organizations to support standards coordination, harmonization, education and outreach. OGC has Alliance Partnerships (primary alliances for standards coordination) with:

•
buildingSMART alliance and buildingSMART International

•
Digital Geospatial Information Working Group (DGIWG)

•
Global Spatial Data Infrastructure Association (GSDI)

•
IEEE GRSS

•
IEEE Technical Committee 9 (Sensor Web)

•
International Organization for Standards (ISO)

•
Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF)

•
National Emergency Number Association (NENA)

•
National Institute of Building Sciences (NIBS)

•
Open Grid Forum (OGF)

•
Open Mobile Alliance (OMA)

•
Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards (OASIS)

•
OSGeo (Open Source Geospatial Foundation)
•
Taxonomic Data Working Group (TDWG)

•
Web3D

•
Workflow Alliance

•
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C)

These alliances are established to support broad standards coordination, harmonization, education and outreach. The OGC has a number of other partner organizations (http://www.opengeospatial.org/ogc/alliancepartners). 

Some of the standards organizations that have leveraged OGC standards to address location in their work include: 

•
Open Mobile Alliance (OMA) 

•
OASIS 

•
IETF 

The IETF and “the ripple effect”

The “ripple effect” of standards-within-standards, such as the OGC’s GML standard embedded in the IETF PIDF-LO (Location Object) standard described below, highlights the importance of coordination efforts such as those involving the OGC, ISO and CEN. 

OGC staff has collaborated with the IETF since 2005. The mission of the IETF is to make the Internet work better by producing high quality, relevant technical documents (known as RFCs) that influence the way people design, use, and manage the Internet. Five years ago, the IETF formed the  GEOPRIV Working Group. The GEOPRIV working group is chartered to 1.) define privacy mechanisms for location payloads transmitted by the Internet and 2.) to develop and refine representations of location in Internet protocols. This means the group analyzes the authorization, integrity, and privacy requirements that must be met when these representations of location are created, stored, and used. The group has now published a number of internet RFCs. Based on this work, technical amendments have been made or proposed to numerous other internet standards – ones that deal with VoIP, emergency numbering services, the mobile Internet and so forth. 

The key document providing a common geospatial encoding for these standards is a GML application schema that is also an OGC Best Practice. This GML application schema is referenced in a variety of Internet RFCs. 

1. An IETF Location Object (LO) is defined in RFC 5491 as a GML application schema (OGC Best Practice document 06-142r1).

2. Then LO is referenced with normative text in other IETF standards.

That normative text in other IETF standards then shows up in code and applications that have a “minor” geospatial component, such as JAIN SLEE. The JAIN initiative has defined a set of Java technology APIs that enable the rapid development of Java based next generation communications products and services for the Java platform. 
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Figure 1: An example of the ripple effect: An OGC application schema is embedded in the IETF Location Object, which is now embedded in the JAIN SLEE Application Server. (Figure from Mobicents open source project.)

As shown in Figure 1, when part of an OGC standard is adopted for use by an organization such as the IETF, the OGC standard content “ripples” into other applications, domains, and business process chains. This is one reason why working with other SDOs is so important.

Embedded standards help ensure future interoperability, despite hyper-competition in markets. For example, the mobile applications community has been developing non-interoperable silos of “interoperability” for market advantage, just as the GIS community did prior to OGC. But open standards are gaining a foothold: The deCarta Drill Down Server, which implements OGC OpenLS standards, is implemented in Samsung and T-Mobile applications. And Ericsson’s recently announced Mobile Sensor Actuator Gateway implements OGC’s SWE standards. 

Global standards

Global commerce and growth of the global information infrastructure depend on international standards, and the push for international standards influences SDOs to “think globally”. Thinking globally means seeking input from global stakeholders and it also means coordinating with other SDOs. Commerce within Europe has benefited from European standards and at the same time Europe’s international competitiveness benefits from strong European participation in international SDOs, including ISO TC/211 and the OGC. As explained in the Digital Agenda documents mentioned at the beginning of this article, commerce and international competitiveness depend increasingly on active engagement in global standards activities.

Geospatial information technology stakeholders around the world benefit from the growing influence of OGC and ISO TC/211. They also benefit from their growing cooperation and from the strengthening of their relationships with regional SDOs, such as CEN 287 and other ICT SDOs. It really all comes down to the notion that the value of a network of communicating nodes (people or machines) increases with the size of the network. The OGC, ISO and CEN play critical roles in growing the European and global ICT network.
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