Running Web sites as desktop applications – business perspective
Introduction

From the user interface technical perspective, today’s business applications fall into three categories:

· console, text-based applications (UNIX based apps, old usually obsolete DOS apps)

· Windowing Applications (X-Windows apps, MS Windows applications)

· Web based applications (active web sites performing business functionalities)
I do not want to analyze all of these categories in depth in this article. My purpose is to show that the ability to use “Web based” business application as it was regular “Windowing application” that can be run off-line on a single machine or on a local area network, opens new possibilities for business application never possible before or, at least, very difficult.
Why and why not?

Let’s start from the very strong, to some extent blunt thesis: 
In the world to come and in its information infrastructure, the Web programming paradigm will be the most important than any other programming paradigm for business applications. 
Why? The answer is easy and difficult at the same time. Easy answer is that Web is so far the most important IT infrastructure mankind has ever created. If that is the case, as it surely is, we would not need to ask why Web programming is also the most important! Current progress in Web browser technology, ability to render XHTML and XML/XSL, integration with SVG for business charts and graphics, amazing ease to produce tabular data create a platform for creating business applications with very rich user interface and connectivity.
But here we enter into the difficult part of the question: while we do not doubt that the web programming is the best for information services, online auctions and for e-commerce sites, or even for on-line banking system, we are not sure if it is equally good for simple invoicing program, point-of-sale application, CRM application, inventory tracking system or business analysis software!
Are there factors that preclude or, at least make unreasonable to apply WEB based software for such use? The factors usually presented as such are: speed, responsiveness, network dependency, persistency of the data-base connection. Indeed in the traditional model of the Web application as shown in the following picture:
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we have the inherent technical factors that limit:
a) application speed – when the application server is overloaded with simultaneous requests, application responsiveness goes down

b) application responsiveness – when the network (inter- or intra- net) gets congested, application responsiveness goes down

c) network independency – any failure of the Intra- or Inter- net network connection stops application access entirely

d) Persistency of data-base connections – as the http protocol is connectionless, thus the application needs to use special techniques, usually not straightforward, to provide fast access to databases.

Some of these factors drive IT decision makers to abandon the idea of the usage of the Web based applications in business software. While such decisions might be justified in the past, the recent development in technology eliminates or, at least, diminishes the importance of these limiting factors, effectively enabling the usage of Web based applications in business applications. Having these factors eliminated, we may capitalize on the unprecedented richness of Web based applications: user interface, active documents, connectivity, etc.
The developments that changed the picture are methodologies and tools that enabled to convert and run a Web based application as regular Windowing applications.

What’s available?

For ubiquitous Microsoft Windows, the following products exemplify the development:

1) MakoLab’s ASPexplore (www.aspexplore.com )

2) Intorel ActiveSite Compiler (www.intorel.com )

3) ZemY Soft ALP – Active Local  Pages (www.activelocalpages.com)
Both MakoLab’s and ZemY Soft products are limited to Microsoft ASP web applications, while Intorel’s product can convert also PHP and ASP.NET web sites into executable windows applications. 

However, from the technical point of view MakoLab’s and ZemY Soft products are superior as they totally avoid using network protocols. Instead, they exploit Asynchronous Pluggable Protocols infrastructure that converts HTTP communication into fast, in-memory client-server communication. Intorel’s product takes more classical path, i.e. it embeds a Web server component into resulting Windows application.
In all three product the final result is the ability to write traditional Web application and than convert it into standalone, executable Windows program. Application speed reaches almost the speed of traditional Windows programs, network congestion or interruption does not happen and database can be permanently connected. 

The application creation paradigm shifts: one ALWAYS creates Web based software, and when needed – the standard application is created without any single change (or sometimes – few minor changes) to source code.
These tools outstripped similar Microsoft undertaking of unified web and application development, XAML, which will be available in future Windows systems. Although XAML goes in a bit different directions, the general goal is the same – write the code once and then host it “on the web” or “on the desktop”
Business scenarios

Creating Web based application for business needs brings the following usage scenarios to live. Scenario 1 and 2 does not differ substantially from a regular standalone or networked business application, while in scenarios 3 and 4 we have the case of simultaneous access to business data and logic from regular Windows applications run locally and from remote computers through Web browser:
1) A single standalone application with local database (any ODBC compliant database or database server – as MSDE) installed on a single workstation.
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2) A collection of standalone applications using single database (most often – SQL server) installed on workstations - all on a local area network
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3) Simultaneous access: the workstation user works with standalone application while remote users interacts with the application via HTTP protocol (requires installation of a web server on the workstation)
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4) Users in central company location work through standalone application, while remote users open it via HTTP protocol from their notebooks, PDAs etc.
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Real life scenario
The author of this article leads MakoLab company located in Lodz, Poland. ASPexplore creation is just one of the company numerous business activities. 
In another one, MakoLab developes and implements distributed business system Fractus. 
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WYPROWADZENIE TOWARGW Z MAGAZYNU

Uwaga!
Znastepujacego magazynu zostana wyprowadzone towary:
Kod: [M1
Nazwa: M1 Opony
Opis

Wybierz magazyn, do Kiarega system przeniesie wyprowadzone towary
1 DEPO DEPO - Depozyt

2 WBL LUBL - Magszyn Lublin

3 SDEP SDEP - Sprzedaz depozyt





The first large-scale incarnation of Fractus was created for the large corporation of more than 20 tire and car service companies – Point-S Poland. The system known as MegaSale/MegaManage handles sales, inventory management, logistics and business analysis at more than 100 locations (branches) in Poland. The core of the system is the collection of distributed applications (MegaSales) that are installed at Point-of-Sale and service locations and central to each company system - MegaManage – the management application responsible for data collection, storage, communication and distribution of data. 
Both MegaSale and MegaManage were created as ASP Web applications and are implemented as Windows applications or Web sites – depending on current business needs. 
The architectural idea of the system is depicted in the following picture:
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The system delivers all kind of information and data for its managers. The very fact that every single module of the system can act as a Web site and also as an application, while providing a lot of connectivity (also natural for web based applications) is one of the fundamental strength of the system. All applications are also very rich in textual and graphical content. Needless to say, the interoperability with all popular Windows applications adds a final little grain of gold to the Web based, yet traditional applications.
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