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XML group to help first responders 

A consortium of private- and public-sector organizations, university groups and 
nonprofit agencies are driving an initiative to create standards for using Extensible 
Markup Language to help first responders and others communicate and exchange 
information during emergencies. 

The group, known as the Emergency Management XML Consortium, expects to 
submit the first specification to the Organization for the Advancement of 
Structured Information Standards (OASIS) by year's end. XML eases the exchange 
of information by tagging data so disparate applications and systems can recognize 
it. 

The lack of interoperable equipment has been a concern for many public safety 
officials for years, but consortium members said the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks — when New York City firefighters and police experienced major 
communications problems with devastating consequences — spurred them to act. 

"There was this realization that the problem of interoperability was profound. It 
was pervasive," said Matt Walton III, vice chairman and founder of E Team Inc., 
who leads the consortium's executive committee. "It really impacted [a] very broad 
spectrum of enterprises that were involved in providing products and services in 
this arena." 

The consortium, launched last October, is composed of 52 members so far. The 
group includes an "open tent" executive committee created to provide policy 
guidance for standards development as well as outreach and education. It also has 
a technical committee, formally accepted by OASIS, which will actually design 
and develop the XML schema-based standards. 

Before being accepted by OASIS, the consortium conducted considerable research 
about what was being done in the XML arena. Rather than reinventing the wheel, 
Walton said the group wanted to build on what's already been accomplished.  

Members of the group learned that there is "not a focused, clearly delineated set of 
Web standards already under way" for incident management, he said. "There was 
actually sufficient justification to look at that as a discrete area within a context of 
all these other areas." 
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Mark Zimmerman, program manager for the Disaster Management E-Gov 
Initiative at the Federal Emergency Management Agency, said there's a need to 
foster communication among parties whether they have a homegrown or 
commercial product, but any national approach is best done on a voluntary basis 
and not as a federal mandate to state and local governments. 

"What's great about this is that industry really is driving this move toward the 
standards," he said. "It's not a government-driven initiative. And they're policing 
themselves, because you're not going to bring 52 of anything together in this town 
and allow one organization to dominate it." 

But he said the federal government does want to ensure that any developed 
standards be completely open and also fit within the federal enterprise architecture. 

Allen Wyke, the technical committee's leader and chief information officer for 
Blue292 Inc., a developer of crisis information management software, said he 
likens the development of emergency management XML standards to building 
kitchen cabinets.  

"We're in a time where there are standard sizes for sinks and for dishwashers so we 
can all build to one, and you know those things will fit in," he said. "There are 
some variations, but generally speaking, they kind of have their own size. That 
doesn't currently exist in a way that makes it easy to build software for the 
emergency management space."  

Core areas being researched include unified incident identification, emergency 
geographic information system data accessibility and usage, notification methods 
and messaging, situational reporting, source tasking, and asset and resource 
management. The group will also look at issues surrounding financial tracking and 
public health as it relates to emergency management. Initially, subcommittees will 
focus on GIS data, messaging and infrastructure. 

Wyke said even incremental improvements can pay dividends to companies using 
such standards. "The reality is they have data in a lot of different places and what 
you want to avoid [is] a rip-and-replace kind of scenario," he said. "You want to 
leverage those data assets in the most efficient way." 

Walton said the consortium is accelerating the schedule for developing standards 
but isn't rushing through them. That was one reason to place the technical effort 
under OASIS rather than create a new standards-setting body. 

"The objective here is not just develop things quickly, but develop things quickly 
that are validated and then can legitimately be promulgated not just domestically, 
but internationally," Walton said. 

The consortium has set forth an aggressive timetable with the goal of having the 
first draft of an XML-based standard by the end of June. 

*** 
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Creating standards  

The Emergency Management XML Consortium, a group of private and public 
organizations, is developing standards based on Extensible Markup Language to 
help public safety workers and first responders using disparate equipment and 
systems exchange information during emergencies. 

Core areas being researched include: 

* Unified incident identification. 

* Emergency geographic information system data accessibility and usage. 

* Notification methods and messaging. 

* Situational reporting. 

* Source tasking. 

* Asset and resource management. 
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