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XML BP Languages: An Update
  We are still struggling with what to call languages like BPEL, 

BPML, and WSDL. We originally termed them XML Business 
Process Languages to emphasize that they were XML-based 
languages that were designed to describe business processes. 
There has been a recent tendency to call them Business Process 
Management Systems (BPMS), but that makes us nervous since 
it could as easily describe many other business process 
technologies. We notice that IBM, Adaptive, Borland, Data 
Access Technologies, EDS and 88 Solutions, in their latest 
response to the OMG's call for a Business Process Metamodel, 
referred to BPEL and similar languages as Automated BP 
Languages. And, of course, BPEL stands for Business Process 
Execution Language. 

The essence of these languages is that they can be used to 
describe business processes, and more importantly, interactions 
between processes running on different platforms that use XML 
to communicate. Most of the emphasis to date has been on 
creating languages that describe distributed processes where 
some elements of the process are accessed via XML in a Web 
Services environment. 

A sharp distinction needs to be made between the large number 
of specialized XML languages designed to work for specific 
domains or vertical industries, and generic BP languages that 
can be used to define the elements of any business process. We 
will only focus on the latter in this Advisor, although we note in 
passing that Microsoft has recently announced its intention to 
put more emphasis on industry specific XML business process 
languages. As far as generic XML BP languages go, several have 
been proposed and at this point, the market seems to be 
converging on BPEL. 

BPEL, or WS-BPEL (what OASIS terms it), or BPEL4WS (which is 
what IBM, BEA and Microsoft originally called it when they first 
offered it for standardization) is clearly designed as a language 
to be used to manage business processes operating in Web 
Services environments. At the moment, BPEL is being refined 
by the BPEL Technical Committee of OASIS. There are phone 
meetings of the Technical Committee about twice a month. The 
chairs of the committee are Diane Jordan of IBM and John 
Evdemon of Microsoft. Information about the current work on 
BPEL, and a list of the companies and individuals involved in 
BPEL development effort, is available at: http://www.oasis-
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open.org/committees/tc_home.php?wg_abbrev=wsbpel. We 
published a set of PowerPoint slides, "BPEL for Programmers 
and Architects," created by Paul Brown and Maciej Szefler, of 
FiveSight on BPTrends in January of this year. The presentation 
provides a nice introduction to BPEL and can be accessed on 
BPTrends by simply typing the title in the Search box at 
www.bptrends.com. 

The final version of BPEL is evolving from a merger of XLANG 
(an XML BP language originally created by Microsoft based on Pi 
Calculus), WSFL (a Petri net-based XML BP language originally 
created by IBM), and a number of additional elements 
contributed by BEA. Given its mixed parentage, it is easy to 
imagine that the technical types will argue about the specifics of 
BPEL for quite awhile, but eventually something "good enough" 
will emerge and all the major companies will likely give it a try 
as they explore Web Services development. (In spite of the fact 
that BPEL is undergoing refinement, several companies are 
using early versions of BPEL and some tools have even been 
released to support BPEL development. 

Intalio, one of the founders of BPMI and a significant contributor 
to the BPML specification, uses their own implementation of 
BPML in their Intalio/n3 product, but plans to replace it with 
BPEL as soon as BPEL adds various features that BPML has that 
BPEL currently lacks. Intalio is a member of the OASIS BPEL TC. 

The Workflow Management Coalition will probably continue to 
support XPDL, but has been considering how to assure a 
convergence between XPDL and BPEL. 

So BPEL has clearly won the first round, but there is still a lot of 
activity in this area and we will probably witness some other 
approaches to BP Web Services modeling during the course of 
this year. 

There is no official notation for BPEL, nor is there a standard 
Business Process Metamodel. The OMG is working on a 
metamodel. That effort is dominated by IBM at the moment, 
although several other companies are actively involved. An 
open, standard BP metamodel will assure that multiple BP 
notations could be mapped to multiple BP languages. Thus, for 
example, either UML or BPMN could be mapped to the BP 
metamodel and then mapped to either Java, BPEL, or XPDL. In 
essence, a metamodel would open up a lot of additional options 
for business process companies that wanted to maintain their 
own notation or their own internal languages while offering 
clients a path to open standards like UML and BPEL. We'll be 
considering the state of the BP notational systems in our next 
Advisor in mid-March. 

Much has been made of XML BP languages, or BPMS, if you 
prefer. The key thing to keep in mind is that it is very early. 
Most companies are just beginning to explore Web Services, 
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and the BPEL standard isn't really complete. Long before most 
companies decide they are interested in using an XML BP 
language there will be a variety of ways to achieve their goals. 

Only a few companies have tried XML BP languages to date, and 
the adoption curve for this technology, like all new technologies, 
is going to be a lot slower than the more enthusiastic advocates 
of this technology would like. 

In a nutshell, practitioners are interested, companies have 
settled on BPEL, and now most companies are waiting until 
things mature a bit and there are some significant case studies 
that demonstrate what the technology can really do. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 
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