The pronise of scripting | anguages for business process autonation

Spurred on by all the dire security predictions recently on the use of Internet
Explorer, | thought | would try sone alternatives and inpart what useful
experience | could before continuing with a nore optimstic thene for this

nmont h.

There seemto be two nain problems currently with the average hone W ndows
machine. First of all using Internet Explorer is |ike being trapped in a Jack in
a Box factory during an earthquake. The second concerns interlopers gaining

cl andestine access to your machine. XP SP2 nay or may not alleviate these so in
the nmeantinme, | downl oaded a beta copy (0.92) of Mzilla Firefox,

www. mozi | 1 a. org and a personal copy of ZoneAl arm ww. zonel abs. com both wi t hout
charge. Wiy oh why did | not do this sooner ? Firefox is already gratifyingly
robust on even very Wndows centric sites and controls pop-ups with ease. Zone
Alarmis equally inpressive and together they inproved ny Wndows browsing
"experience' inmeasurably.

Now to business. So much of what | read these days is negative with security
worries, scans, spans and the rest so | thought |I would tal k about sonething
positive, the use of scripting | anguages in automating busi ness processes. For
years now, proponents of graphical user interfaces and desktops with Apple and
M crosoft in the vanguard, have been trying to | ead users away from scripting

| anguages, (" Those command |ine prograns are so clunsy and nerdy, just |ook at
this glossy button-riddled interface ..."). | was reninded of this when working
on test process inprovenment in a big European conpany recently. They are trying
to glue together a spectacular mx of Wrd files, Excel files, Project files and
m scel | aneous others of various generations. The docunents are in alnost all
cases very sinple but they are forced to use the various graphical user
interfaces to generate them The whole thing is time-consum ng, error-prone and
highly resistant to either automation or data mning. O course the centra
poi nt about the really successful modern scripting | anguages such as Tcl/ Tk,
Perl, Python and PHP is that they are spectacul arly good at prototyping and

aut omat i ng processes and they are conpletely portable across Wndows and Li nux
environments. A suitable choice of a portable text-based document format, HTM
or one of its nmore sophisticated siblings, naybe SQ.L database access, a few
hundred Iines of scripting |anguage to glue it all together and it is sinply
astoni shing the levels of custombuilt automation which can be achieved reliably
and quickly. Sone of these | anguages also include the ability to build a

graphi cal user interface portably, such as Tcl/Tk or Perl/Tk, so that the user
can have a sinple purpose-built graphical interface sitting on top

Let nme give you sone of many exanpl es: a sophisticated multi-currency dual -entry
accounting systemin 5000 |ines of Tcl/Tk; a conplete live nulti-user athletics
track and field results nmanagement systemwi th automatic report generation
custom sed e-mailing and web-updating in 1500 lines of PHP with MySQ.;
automati on of many of the requirenments of the wi dely used Carnegie-Mllon
Capability Maturity Model for software devel opnent in 2500 |ines of Tcl/Tk and
1500 lines of shell-script. These are projects requiring only a few person
weeks including the graphical interface.

Customtool building fuelled the industrial revolution; we may see its like
agai n.
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