Thoughts on dynamic web pages in the WRD

Currently the WRD serves thousands of web pages based upon variations of the hypertext markup language.  These pages serve a valuable function in informing the public of who we are and what we do.  However, as the technology and bandwidth of the World Wide Web has evolved the expectations for web access to information and services

continues to grow both internally and externally. Cooperators want customized web applications (not necessarily web pages) that deliver ?their data? to them on their platforms whether a laptop or a cell phone.  In addition, once a customer becomes invested in a web or sms app they are less likely to consider other data collection alternatives.  It is important that the WRD exploit this by leveraging our infrastructure to provided value added data delivery.  It is my contention that in future this will become such an important component of program development and retention that the Discipline can not leave this to the ?marketplace? of the WSC?s but must provide coordination and development tools at the discipline level.  Only with a coordinated strategy and tool set can the entrepreneurial products that will come out of the WSC?s be rapidly disseminated throughout the discipline.  . 

Unfortunately for many WSC directors a barrier to exploiting the full capability of dynamic web page development is a lack of programming talent and the relative inability to acquire such skills in the immediate future. Staffs have varying levels of proficiency. Some know Java, others know PHP, or ColdFusion or just HTML.   In addition, it is a given that different WSC?s have different needs and infrastructure.  If you try to

sidestep the skills shortage by standardizing on lowest-common-denominator tools, you forsake enterprise class power for simplicity. A better idea may be to use a small range of

development tools that harness the varying skill levels of current WSC staff.  The question then becomes what are the tools and guidance that you provide and more importantly what is the total cost of ownership of the tools and subsequent products.  In addition, a total cost of ownership calculation should factor in such aspects as initial license costs, training expenses (and time), fully-loaded costs for a skilled developer, and costs of application maintenance and support. Less quantifiable factors such as code comprehensibility and portability also are important. 

According to the DOI technical references model there are a number of platform independent ?programming languages? that are preferred.  These include:

?           IBM Websphere  

?           Coldfusion ML  

?           JAVA  

?           Java Script   

?           Perl  

?           ECMA Script

?           PHP (Version > 1.4) 

A quick look around the Survey and the Discipline indicates that the value of these tools has been recognized and is being exploited.  Examples include:

OARS at https://jobs.quickhire.com/scripts/usgsoars.exe for perl

NWQL catalog for CF http://wwwnwql.cr.usgs.gov/USGS/, and the 

OED class schedule http://training.usgs.gov/ntc/courses/Course_Info/class_schedule.cfm  

California WSC home page  http://ca.water.usgs.gov

There are many more examples that are available.  The point here is that there are a number of folks doing a number of similar things using very different tools and skill sets.  To me this seems like a very ineffective way to expend resources.  Given then, that many of these efforts are in their infancy or have yet begun--in my opinion the ITAC is in a good position to direct the general trend of future development efforts .  This should include at least advocating a minimal tool set and possibly a place for information exchange.  However, in the perfect world we would also push the toolset toward the NATWEB folks. 
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