OASIS Business Transactions Protocol Technical Committee

17 May 2001 face-to-face meeting

HP Bluestone Labs, Mt. Laurel, NJ

Minutes
Attendance

No apologies were received.

Alex Berson (Entrust)

Fred Carter (Sun) (by telephone for second half of meeting)

Sanjay Dalal (BEA) (left at 3.30pm)

Ed Felt (BEA)

Peter Furniss (Choreology)

Alastair Green (Choreology)

Mark Little (HP) (left at 3.00pm)

Savas Parastatidis (HP)

Bill Pope (Bowstreet) (arrived at 9.30am)

Mark Potts (Talking Blocks) (left at 3.00pm)

James Tauber (Bowstreet) (arrived at 9.30am)

Sazi Temel (BEA)

Duration

9.00am to 12.00 noon; 12.45pm to 4.10pm

Chair

Alastair Green

Agenda as adopted

Note: the items shown in normal type have been deferred to a future meeting. See minuted decisions for points 3 and 4 for details.

1. Workplan and brief to sub-committees

2. Model and protocols issues

a) Terminology, scope of specification

b) Interposition, protocol qualification

c) Cohesion composition

d) Partiticipant timeouts

e) Implicit prepare

f) Failure recovery and message redirection

g) Protocol messages, contents and contracts

3. Messaging

4. Future work schedule

1. Workplan and brief to sub-committees

The current schedule (draft specification by June face-to-face, final draft by July, with aim of formal adoption in October 2001) was reviewed. It was agreed that 

A. The current timetable is achievable, on condition a) that the specification only addresses the requirements imposed by operation of the protocol within a trust community. and b) that the sub-committees (aside from models/protocol) produce output within the next two weeks. This will then be fed into the specification sub-committee in order for it to produce the first draft spec for the London meeting in June.

B. Bill Pope’s offer to chair the security sub-committee be accepted.

C. The security sub-committee will report by the end of the month with an overview of related or relevant standards work that may affect BTP in the mid-term, or that should be taken into account, or referenced, in this first version of the BTP specification. In addition it should consider what is needed (or should be avoided) in order to allow a future version of the specification to become secure. The specification document should make it clear that the first version of BTP is targeted at the intra-trust community, but has been produced with an eye to overlaying security in the future.

The recent involvement of Intalio in the committee’s work was warmly welcomed, especially given Intalio’s initiating role in BPMI, and the potential for BPMI to exploit BTP for its transactionality requirements. It was agreed that

D. The workflow sub-committee in conjunction with the TC chair should invite the specific input of BPMI or BPMI participants on their requirements for BTP, and should also report on other workflow standards that might inform or affect our work. This report also to be made by the end of May.

The only discusssion that has occurred thus far on interoperability is the proposal by Mark Hale (Interwoven) that an interoperability demonstration take place at the July face-to-face meeting. Although four companies have indicated their intention to implement BTP (HP, BEA, Talking Blocks and Choreology) it seems clear that interoperability testing or demonstration will not be feasible until some time later this year.

By prior decision on the TC’s schedule, the specification sub-committee is charged with producing a formal draft specification document for circulation ten days before the June meeting, and then reflecting all future work through to a final draft for voting at the July meeting on the West Coast.

2. Models and Protocol

a) Terminology and scope 

The need for definition of the forward/reverse contracts involved in confirmation/cancellation was discussed. Discussion on the interoperable nature of the protocol, and the scope (number of boundaries between actors) followed. There was also discussion on conformance. The outcome was to agree a motion as follows:

E. The specification will define an interoperable protocol for the relationship between the initiator and coordinator, the coordinator and participant, and for the passage of business transaction context from initiator to service. [Please refer to motion G. for an addition to this.]









Note that this motion extends the scope to encompass the initiator/coordinator boundary, which it was felt would help allow the use of third-party coordinators, perceived as potentially very important in the web services environment. The discussion proceeded from the (established) premise that the protocol will describe XML messages conformant with a BTP schema, and the behaviours incumbent on the actors sending and receiving them.

It was assumed at this point that the message set for initiator/coordinator relations was well known. Later discussion uncovered potential disagreement on this point. E-mail exchanges will be used to resolve the precise contents, therefore.

b) Interposition and protocol qualification

It was agreed that the specification must describe the nature of a subcoordinator, and explain its relationship to participant and coordinator. It was also agreed that it would be inappropriate to require or prevent interposition or flat coordination.

The proposal for a protocol qualifications element to be introduced into the context and into other protocol-specified messages was discussed. This scheme does not require any registration beyond that offered by a URI (use DNS domains to avoid namespace collision). It allows application users, implementors, cooperative user communities and any other source of contractual agreement to impose qualifications or riders to the standard implications of messages sent within the protocol.

It was agreed 

F. To adopt Peter Furniss’ proposal on protocol qualifications, but extending it to include the notion of meta-properties.

Meta-properties such as MUST_UNDERSTAND, PROPAGATE etc would allow receivers to react correctly to the intentions of the sender.

Peter Furniss’ proposal (submitted to the Models sub-list on 11 May 2001)

One of Mark Little's comments on the context definition in the models etc.

document was:

> I’d like to see some “vendor” id and “implementation specific data” here,

> so different vendors can piggyback optimisations etc. If a recipient can’t

> understand the id it shouldn’t use the extra data (so the data should

> only be used for optimisations), and also shouldn’t propagate it on

> (c.f., activity service specification).

This seems fairly reasonable. There are some possible dangers - allowing

modification of the messages with this sort of thing can make

interoperability fail if you aren't careful.

It would also seem reasonable to allow this sort of extra stuff to be

carried in the btp messages themselves - allowing consenting implementations

to qualify (but not contradict) the basic semantics of the messages (e.g.

warnngs of heuristic risk).

In general, it would seem plausible that this sort of data might be affected

by application/user options (if an optimisation isn't implemented by all

vendors because it doesn't suit all, there may equally be features that

aren't appropriate to all applications, so the application will want to set

such options).

This leads to the idea that there should be the opportunity for a set of

enhancement/option fields, each with some unambiguous identifier and

essentially arbitrary content. I believe, given that we are encoding in XML,

this should be very easy to do. Especially good, I don't think we need a

special registration authority/scheme - we can just use URIs in the same way

that namespaces do (different URIs).  We perhaps define the basic element,

with a required attribute that is the identification and arbitrary content.

Then both the btp context and the btp messages contain an arbitrary number

of these.

If we have such a mechanism, this may make the process of agreeing BTP

itself easier - it makes it easy to move slightly questionable features to

"standard extensions", with identification and specification defined in the

BTP TC, but not part of the main protocol. This might be the place to put

such things as must-interpose flags, anticipated timescale estimates,

prepare qualifications.

Following is a sketch of the xml of such a context (with ... for incomplete

bits). Apologies for any solecisms in such.  Since the fields are

essentially qualifications to the protocol (c.f. codicils or riders to the

contract), I've called them such here.

<btp:context>

    <btp:coordinatoraddress>

                ...

    </btp:coordinatoraddress>

    ...

    <btp:protocol_qualifications>

        <btp:qualification 

                btp:qualification_id="http://is.org/extras/1213"

                xmlns:is="http://is.org/schemas/abc">

            <is:a ....

            </is:a>

            <is:b ...

            </is:b>

        </btp:qualification>

        <btp:qualification

                btp:qualification_id="http://hp.com/btp_extension_2">

            ...

        </btp:qualification>

    </btp:protocol_qualifications>

</btp:/context>

As Mark suggests, the spec should include rules that if you don't understand

it, you ignore it (or perhaps we should have a MUST_UNDERSTAND switch for

these). (We could put them in a separate header (in SOAP, at least), but

since these are qualifications of the BTP itself, it makes more sense to put

them inside our stuff)

c)  Cohesion composition

The “home entertainment” and “multi-leg trade” use cases were used as vehicles for examining the properties of cohesive BTs. Both use cases involve retention of multiple alternatives until the full final set of candidates is known, and then making a (durable) decision to retain or discard each of these candidates. The loose cohesion is therefore, in the end, narrowed to an atomic confirmation set.

This discussion was extended to consider the need for additional messages or qualifications to allow data sharing between atoms (perhaps through their containment as members of cohesions). The broad sentiment was that the requirement for this type of sharing was not proven, and that the specification should not attempt to provide for it. Mark Little stated that the presence of protocol qualifications meant that HP could satisfy the needs of its customers in this area, and that he would therefore withdraw the proposal. It was therefore agreed:

G. To make the composer (of a cohesion) a first-rate actor, to therefore specify the protocol for the composer/coordinator relationship, but not the initiator/coordinator relationship, and to put cross-atom data sharing out of scope.  [Note that this supplements motion E.]
It was noted in the discussion that the nesting of cohesions (i.e the enrollment of one with another) was a meaningful and useful thing to do (although it amounts to nothing more than the kind of tree structure that atomic interposition creates for atoms).

d) Participant timeouts

Several submissions and use cases have identified the need for time-related independent action by participants such as “withdrawal”, “auto-commit” and “auto-rollback”. The current models/protocols document shows the message VOTE bearing an optional qualification containing the timeout and the action upon the timeout, e.g. “10 seconds” and “confirm” or “2 days” and “cancel”. The possibility of adding such a qualification to the PREPARE message was raised. The possibility of altered VOTE qualifications being sent in response to multiple prepare messages was discussed (this would allow a participant to prolong its prior stated timeout interval). A brief but vigorous debate ensued on whether to state timeouts as the absolute time of expiry, as a relative time (delta to expiry). 

The concept of “mandatory interoperable protocol qualification” was discussed: the working definition of this concept used in the motion below is “an element which is part of the infoset of a protocol message, must be capable of being sent, but may not be sent”.

It was agreed that

H. A “mandatory interoperable protocol qualification” for timeouts will be present in PREPARE and VOTE messages. The timeout value will be stated as a duration.

It was agreed that

I. The agenda concerning messaging be postponed until after the messaging sub-committee has made its initial report, which must be by the end of this month.

e) Implicit prepare

The original BEA submission contains the notion of a “one-shot” operation, where the initiator sends an application message to a service, the service has a participant which is automatically enrolled in the BT, and the participant is deemed to be prepared for a forward or backward termination. 

In the current scheme, this can be equated to a single message flowing from initiator to service {application request, CONTEXT, PREPARE}, and a single message flowing back {ENROL, VOTE/Ready, application response}. 

There were five points of discussion. 

i) Is it worth economizing on network messages by this type of boxcarring? 

ii) Is it legitimate from a security standpoint to allow application actors to act as intermediaries for protocol actors: e.g. should an initiator be trusted to pass on a PREPARE and pass back a VOTE? 

iii) Is it legitimate for the application to receive the VOTE value, and to be involved in the decision as to the final outcome, given that knowledge? 

iv) Is it necessary to explicitly state PREPARE in the Initiator-Service message tuple? 

v) Should PREPARE actually be a new message called PERMISSION_TO_VOTE, which invites an “indicative” vote if the participant feels up to it, but does not mandate a voting response, as PREPARE conventionally does?

After a wide-ranging discussion it was agreed

J. To make provision for the one-shot optimization

K. To pursue discussion point iii) (“open-top” coordination) by means of written contributions by 25 May, with an e-mail vote to be concluded by 31 May, if necessary.

It was also agreed 

L. To move to agendum 4. for lack of time.

f) Failure recovery and message redirection 

g) Protocol messages, contents and contracts

3. Messaging

4. Future work scheduling

The failure to complete the day’s agenda meant that remains a significant quantity of work to get through if the overall timetable is to be adhered to. It was agreed that

M.  That the teleconference on 31 May (or some other suitable date) be extended to four hours (9.00am to 1.00pm PDT) to deal with the outstanding items on this agenda concerning models/protocol. This teleconference to be prepared by written contributions on all items, and its agenda to be confirmed by the next telephone meeting of the TC. 

ACTION on all members of the TC to submit contributions as soon as possible on models/protocol issues.

It was agreed

N. To confirm the timetable of distribution of the draft spec by the specification sub-committee on 9 June, for consideration prior to the two-day face-to-face meeting in London on 17-18 June 2001. 

[Minutes prepared by Alastair Green, Choreology Ltd]
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