Building a Foundation – Open Standards and the CapWIN solution

As many of you have heard at our meetings and presentations, the main focus of the CapWIN project during its early phases has been to build a strong foundation for future functionality.  In practical terms, this means that the founders of the CapWIN project had the insight and vision to build a technical solution that is open, scalable and modular.  This approach will avoid the proprietary and stove-pipe pitfalls that have been the hallmark of mobile data systems to date.  The goal here is to become vendor neutral, product neutral and technical solution neutral to the greatest extent possible and to adopt public safety, transportation and general internet standards along the way.  With this in mind, let’s explore some of the early technical directions the project has taken and how these decisions will play a roll in the relatively boundless expansion of CapWIN functionality in the future.

The Global Directory

As you are by now aware, the CapWIN system is largely based on two subsystems: Query and Messaging.  Tying these systems together is something we call the “Global Directory”.  The Global Directory retains all the information about each user of the system including profile information, permissions and information that will help other users find each other (location, agency, skills, log-on status, etc.).  Further, the Global Directory retains information about all “Incidents” that are created within the CapWIN system and allows users to easily find or be notified of incidents relevant to their job function.

The Global Directory is built on open standards and is made up of LDAP and relational databases.  These databases are tied to each subsystem using Java-based code and every event that occurs is both logged and examined for notification triggers (more on that later).  The truly exciting feature of the Global Directory framework is its expandability.  We envision the Global Directory serving as a link between existing radio systems via voice-over-ip technology, a link between existing and future AVL systems, CHART highway video cameras, etc.  All of these resources fit well into the Global Directory framework.
The Query and Messaging Subsystems
The CapWIN system is designed to provide a single, standards based gateway into a wide variety of back-end data sources.  In its first phase, the data sources will be limited to MILES, WALES, VCIN, HAZMAT and Maryland and Virginia’s transportation databases.  This is just the tip of the iceburg!  CapWIN’s framework can be used to provide access to a virtually unlimited number of databases and data sources.  For example, when bandwidth is no longer an issue for mobile users, CapWIN users could use the Global Directory to quickly find a CHART highway camera near their location and stream video of an incident scene straight to their vehicle or to another user’s vehicle.  Moreover, we envision the ability to reverse that process and take live streams from an in-vehicle camera and broadcast them back to a command center, dispatcher or other CapWIN users.

Another near term task involves the immediate dissemination of missing children/persons information.  Imagine having the ability to instantly display the photo and personal information for a missing child in every transportation, fire, EMS and law enforcement vehicle in the region!  The messaging subsystem is built to handle user-created or system generated instant messages and e-mail and can handle text, files, images and even audio.  As indicated previously, part of CapWIN’s framework is a “Notification Engine”.  This tool allows your agency’s CapWIN administrator to add notification “triggers” to the system that will automatically send you or other CapWIN users a message (or file, picture, etc.) based on some predefined event.  For example, if you wish to be notified every time a HAZMAT incident is created in Fairfax, your administrator would simply create this trigger and place your name in the distribution list.  Similarly, here at CapWIN, we can use this tool to automatically forward any Amber Alert information to all users upon receipt of the information from the Center for Missing Children.  As you can see, the possibilities are endless.
The key to providing this broad range of future functionality is building an open, scalable system.  To that end, CapWIN’s core infrastructure is built on common internet standards and technologies.  These include e-mail, instant messaging, n-tier architecture, J2EE development, XML communications, the IP protocol and web-based access.  All of these tools allow CapWIN to leverage the immense development activity and advances made in the new “internet economy”.
