WebDAV Arrives

By Bernard Chester, IMERGE Consulting, and Dennis E. Hamilton, NuovoDoc
What is WebDAV?

WebDAV (Web Distributed Authoring and Versioning) is an Internet protocol for authoring and managing documents using the Web. Resources can be created, locked, edited, and replaced.  Extensible profile information – properties – can be associated with all resources. 

WebDAV extends HTTP, the foundation protocol of the Web, using XML to carry request information and property values. The Web’s Uniform Resource Identifiers (URIs) are also used to identify WebDAV resources.  Every WebDAV server is also a Web server, simplifying introduction of WebDAV capabilities in existing Web environments.  While viewing office documents filed on the web, users can edit the file and have the update placed directly back on the web site via the WebDAV support now provided in major desktop applications. 

WebDAV is spreading rapidly. Microsoft supports it in Internet Explorer, Office XP, and Sharepoint Portal Server.  The WebDAV extensions for the Apache  server are installed and operated on over 100,000 Web sites, growing by 20,000 sites in February 2002 alone.


Where does WebDAV stand today?

 Work on WebDAV began in 1996, leading to a base-level specification in 1999.  Base-level WebDAV is a Proposed Standard of the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF), the guardian of interoperability for the Internet. WebDAV has since been tested and confirmed across a variety of services and configurations. Upgrading the WebDAV specification to Draft Standard status has begun. In IETF parlance, that means the specification is determined to be viable, with  interoperability confirmed across multiple implementations.

While deploying WebDAV, the development community worked on additional capabilities:

· DeltaV: Versioning extensions, management of collaborative changes, and configuration of complex materials (IETF Proposed Standard in March 2002).

· Access Control Lists (ACL): Fine-grained authorization of access to individual resources, extending the basic authentication capabilities of WebDAV (2002 target).

· DASL (Distributed Attribute Searching and Locating): Coordinated search across multiple DAV collections.

· Extended capabilities for sharing resources in multiple collections.

What is Available Today?

The semi-official WebDAV site, http://webdav.org reports:

· A dozen commercial servers that support WebDAV, including offerings from Microsoft, Novell, and IBM as well as companies, such as Xythos, that provide systems designed entirely around WebDAV

· Ten open-source server packages.

· Four open-source server software-development kits for creating custom servers and services

· Eleven on-Web implementations, such as http://sharemation.com/, that provide public access to WebDAV capabilities as a service or for evaluation

You likely have multiple WebDAV on your desktop now. When you see Web Folders in the Microsoft Office user interface, you may be looking at WebDAV-enabled collections. A dozen commercial applications have built-in WebDAV capability.  WebDAV access to files is now provided through the familiar file-system interfaces for Microsoft Windows and Apple’s OS X. There are four open-source applications that provide WebDAV utility functions, including a test tool for confirming interactions with servers. There are five open-source SDKs with libraries for building applications that use WebDAV to access and manipulate web-stored resources.  

Several traditional document management companies have announced WebDAV support for their products, including FileNET, OpenText, and IXOS. WebDAV extends their document-management functionality to WebDAV capable clients.

What Issues Are There?

The picture is not yet complete. It takes additional development work for a desktop application to integrate with WebDAV collections, either directly or via operating-system extensions such as Microsoft Web Folders. Many applications are still WebDAV-unaware. Automatic versioning of submitted and replaced material will depend on adoption of the new DeltaV extension. Mechanisms for interposing document-management practices in operations with WebDAV content are not common with WebDAV. There is no seamless provision of user-added  control information, document descriptions, and status changes (check-in, keep checked-out, make particular document type or format, etc.).

This situation is changing, with extensions from vendors that give WebDAV collections the appearance of network drives on the desktop, allowing any application to be used directly with WebDAV content.

What Steps Do We Recommend?

We differ in our opinion of WebDAV:

Dennis believes that WebDAV is irresistible for integration of collaborative authoring and management of documents into the Web model. WebDAV is the filing system of the Web. It is a simple matter of time before the capabilities are made appealing for use with managed documents. Now is the time to get on the learning curve.  Learn how WebDAV capabilities can be adapted to serve managed-document practices in your organization and in client firms, starting with non-critical applications.

Bernard on the other hand, is guarded in his enthusiasm. Much of the WebDAV interface is very new, and needs to be shaken out in real world practice. It appears that it is impossible to make a repository-independent WebDAV client, which would seem to reduce the utility of the interface. In practice, it will force implementers to build to the lowest common level, or adhere to one predominant repository model, to the exclusion of other schemes.

What’s your opinion? To participate in further discussion, go to the e-Doc web site and join in.

Bernard Chester is an expert on electronic content management, and a past technical editor of the Shamrock and DMA interfaces.  His practice tends to focus on the technical issues of integrating technologies.  He is a principal with IMERGE Consulting and co-chair of the AIIM Standards XML Committee.

Dennis Hamilton, NuovoDoc System Architect, devotes his international-consultant energies to aggressively applying standards for interoperability and open integration in the design of electronic document systems. Dennis is the Technical Coordinator for the AIIM DMware Interoperability Exchange.  He has been developing software and contributing to standards since 1958
Resources – Finding More

· http://webdav.org/

The central portal for all things WebDAV. Announcements and links to everything else.

· http://ietf.org/
The hub for location of IETF working groups, information on IETF standards, and download of IETF documents, including
· http://ietf.org/rfc/rfc2518.txt HTTP Extensions for Distributed Authoring - WebDAV

· http://www.ietf.org/rfc/rfc3253.txt Versioning Extensions to WebDAV

· http://DMware.info/WebDAV
Exploration of WebDAV Interoperability for Managed Documents as part of the AIIM Standards DMware Interoperability Exchange
· http://www.stonebeat.org/ the WebDAV Documentation Project

A place to explore and create discussion on WebDAV using a public collaboration system
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