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Abstract
The use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) within organisations is a process that has been developing incrementally in recent years. PPPProgress in this area has been very rapid, providing computer experts with several methods and tools for the development of solutions and thereby leading to the creation of non interoperable software applications. The information stored in computer systems is increasingly larger and more scattered, therefore the quality of the systems and the effectiveness of organisations are closely dependent on the integration of information. This paper focuses on the web services technology and its adoption by the Portuguese Parliament in the most relevant areas of its activity.
Introduction
The use of Information Technology (IT) in organisations is an evolving process, which takes place through the gradual automation of their business areas. This process can last from years to decades. 
Science in general, and IT in particular, rapidly evolves in short periods of time, thus leading to major changes in the way organisations use it. This evolution is reflected in the adoption of new working methods and the creation of new tools to enable or facilitate their adoption.
In fact, an organisation’s computer system is composed of a large variety of tools and applications, which are only used for limited periods of time due to a constant evolution of the market and a continuous enhancement of their technical features.
Therefore, as a general rule, the organisation’s IT portfolio is heterogeneous, especially as regards software components, namely the operating system, the database engine, the programming languages, among others.
Also, the integration of information is becoming increasingly important to enhance the quality of business applications and is determinant to an organisation’s effectiveness.

Finally, it is crucial to adopt technologies that enable applications to exchange online and up-to-date information, regardless of their supporting tools.
There are two complementary technologies that can be used to solve this issue: SOA (Service-Oriented Architecture) and Web Services.
This article focuses on the use of the Web Services/SOA duet in the context of the Portuguese Parliament and its adoption in other relevant areas of parliamentary activity.
Web Services and SOA

A considerable amount of documentation on Web Services and SOA is easily available; therefore, we will only say a few words about these topics:


. Web Services are based on standards or recommendations, mainly XML (eXtended Markup Language), HTTP (HyperText Transfer Protocol), WSDL (Web Service Definition Language), SOAP and UDDI (Universal Description, Discovery and Integration);

. Web Services are very useful for SOA implementation;

. Web Services are independent of the client technology, allowing interoperability within heterogeneous environments;

. Web Services enable a clear separation between the interface and the implementation of a service – the client only needs to know what the service does, not how it does it;

. Web Services enable a clear separation between the functions “data retrieve” and “presentation”, making multi-channel information delivery easier;

. Web Services are now a mature technology. Many enterprises are investing in this technology. According to survey findings released by the Aberdeen Group, the overall adoption rate of SOA technology and Web Services is very robust, with 90 percent of respondents saying that they will exit 2006 with experience in SOA planning, design, or programming.

[image: image1.emf]Web Service Provider

Any client

UDDI – Web Service 

Broker

BIND (SOAP/XML)

PUBLISH 

(SOAP/WSDL)

FIND

 (SOAP/WSDL)

Internet


SOA – the find-bind-publish paradigm
Considering the above-mentioned advantages of these technologies, the Portuguese Parliament has been using Web Services in its Intranet and Internet systems since 2003. Moreover, it plans to further invest in these technologies, applying them to other systems in order to increase interoperability between applications and build interfaces to the directory system that can be used by all applications.
Web Services in the Portuguese Parliament

Our Intranet and Internet system are supported by Microsoft Windows and most of its applications were developed in .Net and C#. We use SharePoint Portal Server (SPPS) 2003 as the Intranet supporting tool. 

The first version of our Intranet was made available in April 2002 using ASP/DCOM technology and SPPS 2001. In 2004, we decided to migrate to SPPS 2003 and to adopt the Microsoft .Net development environment and the Web Services technology in a more consistent way. 
We have an Internet site since 1996 and in 2004 we have also started a project to release a new version of this site. The project mainly aimed at updating system hardware and introducing new functionality for dynamic site components. Our requirement was that the data stored in internal applications/databases should be present in the site without the need to duplicate systems and data. 
As the retrieval of data contained in other systems was needed, we have developed interfaces to other applications in order to provide reliable information to our users. The most important interfaces enable access to the Oracle applications PLC and GODE. PLC contains information on the common legislative procedure and GODE contains information on Members of Parliament, Committees and Plenary Sittings.
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Logical Architecture
We have built a set of Web Services to support these interfaces. For instance, we have Web Services to obtain information on our Committees, in particular on:

. The scheduled meetings;

. The Members of Parliament who belong to a given Committee;


. The initiatives under discussion in a given Committee.

These Web Services support information availability for both Intranet and Internet systems. So, write once, use many times.
Our Intranet also contains data concerning applications that were embedded in the system. Web Services were built to allow other applications to access the data. A good example is the Parliament’s Information Bulletin, where the parliamentary agenda is publicised. The Bulletin is kept within the Intranet system, but the Internet accesses the data, using Web Services, and makes it available to external users. 
We have also built Web Services that consume other web services. For instance, the application that supports the State Budget discussion has Web Services that retrieve information from the GODE database through the corresponding Web Services.

A special concern with security led us to establish a new architecture for our DMZ zone. In fact, we have split our DMZ into a private and a public zone.
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Physical Architecture

In addition to the Web Services implemented by the Parliament, we also benefit from the Web Services of other public institutions. For example, we use the Web Services of the Portuguese news agency (Lusa) to make the news available on the Intranet, with our own layout, to internal users.
Last year we implemented a search engine in our website and we decided to make use of the SPPS 2003 search, index engine and Web Services. We created a portal to support the index of data and we use the SPPS 2003 web services to retrieve the results from a user search.
Web Service technology applied in the Portuguese Parliament has shown the following advantages:


. easy to reuse code;


. easy to share business logic and data between different platforms;


. easy to do Enterprise Application Integration (EAI);

. lower implementation costs.
As a disadvantage we point out that, as the systems expand in terms of components and become increasingly complex, it is sometimes difficult to identify, isolate and solve problems. We believe that this disadvantage will be minored once all the applications use the same technology (not the same tools) and with a policy statement indicating that the development of an application also implies the development of the corresponding web services.
The future

So far, our experience with Web Services is so positive that we aim to extend the scope of this technology, mainly in the following areas:


. Basic interface to our directory services (Active Directory - AD), thus enabling the development of applications to support system administration tasks. We can then allow non-technical staff to perform administration tasks, such as unblocking system accounts or adding a user to a security group;


. Advanced interface to our AD, thus enabling applications to do high-level operations, such as changing a Member of Parliament from one Committee to another. Notice that these Web Services will use the basic interface;

. New PLC Web Services, that will provide a new interface to retrieve information related with the Parliament’s legislative activity;

. New GODE Web Services that will provide a new interface to retrieve data on Members of Parliament, Committees and Plenary Sittings;

. Making public Web Services available on the Internet, in order to provide data to our costumers, namely parliamentary news and the laws passed.

With these new Web Services we must define a Service-Oriented Architecture that will enable the implementation of a consistent system and help us to deal with service discovery (catalogue), versioning and, of course, security.
In our opinion, it should be mandatory that the new solutions adopted by the Parliament are supplied with Web Services in order to allow future integration with others applications.
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