JASON BROOKS

OOXML: Dead format walking

Microsoft’s creation could die before Office ever supports it

HEN MICROSOFT,
some time in the
first half of 2009,
makes good on its

y recent pledge to roll

* full support for the
OpenDocument format into
a second service pack for
Office 2007, my reaction will
be, “It's about time.”

In the meantime, we're
left to ponder why Microsoft
has changed its mind about
embracing ODF, and what
the change will mean for the
organizations and individu-
als that create and consume
office productivity documents.

Microsoft is citing cus-
tomer demand to explain
its change of heart. While I
doubt that many customers
asked for ODF in particular,
it's clear that there’s sufficient
demand for better document
format standards in general.
Microsoft believed that it
could satisfy these demands
by crafting its own format,
and by pushing it through the
ISO standards process.

It seems, however, that
Microsoft has underestimated
not only the amount of work
required to forge its own
alternative to ODF, but the
relatively small return on
investment that the Redmond
giant has managed to enjoy
for its Office Open XML
efforts so far. By shipping

an Office 2007 product that
defaults to a brand-new XML-
based format, Microsoft has
managed to annoy a broad
swath of its customers with-
out appeasing the subset that
is calling for open formats.
For the majority of custom-
ers, who don't particularly
care about the new format,
the switch to OOXML means
jumping through hoops
either to reconfigure its Office
2007 installations to default

to Microsoft's binary Office
formats, or to install add-on
software to OOXML-enable
previous Office versions.

Here I'm reminded of
Office 2007’s other major
teature, the Ribbon inter-
face, which requires users to
change the way they work in
order to push more Office fea-
tures to the surface and make
it clearer to everyone what
great value theyre getting out
of running a fat-client produc-
tivity suite.

For the customers who
do care about open formats,
OOXML does not—and

probably cannot—fit the bill.
The version of OOXML that
ships with Office 2007 is not
even the same version of

the format that's managed
(through much controversy)
to earn ISO’s stamp of
approval. Indeed, the differ-
ences between the on-paper
OOXML and the one that lives
in Office are great enough
that Microsoft has stated that
Office worit support the stan-
dardized version of OOXML

It seems Microsoft
underestimated the
amount of work and ROI.

until the next iteration of
Office ships, at a date to be
determined.

Since most Office users
would be happy to continue
using Microsoft's old binary
formats, and since those for
whom open standards are
important would probably
prefer ODFs or PDFs any-
how, I wonlt be surprised if
OOXML quietly dies before
that future Office iteration
ever sees the light of day. €

eWEEK Labs Executive Editor
Jason Brooks is at jbrooks@
eweek.com.
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serve as interference buf-
fer zones between the
channels. For broadcast-
ers, the spectrum is sacro-
sanct; for the technology
industry, i's an exploit-
able resource.

Google, Microsoft, Motor-
ola and a host of other A-
list tech empires want the
spectrum as an alternative
to deliver or enhance broad-
band and other wireless
services to the home. With
that eerie calm tone that
engineers always employ
when talking about
technology that has
never been used, Page
insists it will work with-
out interfering with
television signals.

The broadcasters
claim tech's designs on
the spectrum will lead
to the end of the world
as we know it, at least
for the 15 percent of
Americans who still rely
solely on over-the-air broad-
casts. On the other hand,
a little interference might
be a welcome alternative to
the dreary tripe served up
by the networks these days.
There’s a reason why 85 per-
centof Americans subscribe
to cable.

Page, though, sees it in
much simpler terms: “If we
have 10 percent better con-
nectivity in the U.S., we get
10 percent more revenue in
the U.S.”

Speaking before an
extremely friendly crowd
at the New America Foun-
dation, broadcasters were
lambasted by Page for not
“dealing with reality” by cre-
ating a “fiction” about inter-
ference. “Just because they
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say it, it doest’t make it so,”
he opined.

Of course, just because
Page says it's so, also doesrit
make it so. There are, for
instance, those embarrassing
white spaces testing results
at the Federal Communica-
tions Commission.

Last year, the FCC put
a damper on the white
spaces idea when it said
testing on equipment sup-

Um, Madam
Secretary, why did
you visit Google?

he invitation looked

interesting enough:
Secretary of State Condo-
leezza Rice was bringing a
guest, U.K. Foreign Minis-
ter David Miliband, to Sili-
con Valley to visit Bloom
Energy in the morning
and the Google head-
quarters in the afternoon.

So I packed up lap-
top, camera, videocam,
notebook and voice
recorder and took the
short drive down the
Bayshore Freeway to
find out what this was
all about.

Are the Brits plan-
ning to build their
own search engine
company in Trafalgar
Square? Is Google

plied by Microsoft failed
to consistently sense or
detect TV broadcast or
wireless microphone sig-
nals. The agency began a
second round of testing
that resulted in a second
Microsoft device losing
power. As one member
of the Wireless Innova-
tion Alliance told me
recently, “I guess that's
what happens when you
let Microsoft build the
black box.”

Testing continues at
the FCC, and you can be
sure the rhetoric between
tech and broadcasters will
simply get testier. That's
what happens when it’s
all about money.

—Roy Mark

looking to buy Wales?
Nobody seemed to
know. The event came
and went, and I still don't
know what it was about.
Rice and Miliband
visited for an hour or so
with Google employees
inside the big auditorium
in Building 40, then came
out to meet our little gang
of press people, which
had been penned up in a
small grassy area between
two buildings for more
than an hour. Once we
were in the pen, they
wouldr't let us out—not
even to visit the restroom.
We were sniffed by a dog
to make sure we had no
drugs or explosives, had
our personal bags rifled
through and scrutinized
bya security guard, and were

stared at unblinkingly (for
suspicious body language,
perhaps?) by sober-faced law-
enforcement officers for an
hour. Strangely, there were
no metal detectors.

Finally, Rice and Miliband
lefttheauditoriumandwalked
to the microphones at the
edge of our grassy pen. Then
the political reporters took
over, asking questions about
Iran and the Guantanamo
Bay prison camp. A Stanford
Daily reporter asked Rice if
she will return to Stanford
when her term as secretary of
state is up, even if she might
not be exactly welcomed back
due to her affiliation with the
Bush administration. Rice—
with occasional help from
Miliband—answered them
all dutifully.

Finally, a CNN reporter got
a question in: “We should
have at least one technology
question. What's the purpose
for visiting Google today?”

Rice handled that with
aplomb. “We applaud Google
and its employees for the
innovation they bring to the
IT industry, and we look for-
ward to future innovation,”
she said.

Fifteen minutes into this
hoo-haw, before I could get
a question in, it was over. A
waste of my time? You be the
judge. I'm just glad I'm not
covering the Bush adminis-
tration on a daily basis.

—Chris Preimesberger

Taking aim at
consumer social
networks

Mati Greeley, CEO
and founder of San
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www.eweek.com




UPFRONT FROMPAGE 10

Francisco idea manage-
ment startup Bright-
Idea.com, is having a
hard time taking con-
sumer social networks
seriously these days.

Greeley, whose company
competes with Salesforce.
com, Spigit and others in
helping groups of people for-
mulate, share and build out
ideas, said deploying social
networks without a specific
business function is inadvis-
able.

“Putting up social net-
works is like putting up
playgrounds at the office,”
Greeley told eWEEK.

What companies did
he have in mind? Gree-
ley, whose company just
added the ability for users
to build personal profiles
and create or join networks
to the latest version of his
company’'s WebStorm
platform, questioned the
future of companies such
as Ning, which let users
build any social network
they want.

He said Brightldea.
com’s raison d’étre is not
to build some generic
tool, but to be specialized
in the niche of innovation
management, provid-
ing specialized reporting
and features such as idea
duplicate finders that will
cultivate real business
value.

His concernis understand-
able. Misplaced social tools
and networks in an enter-
prise environment can spoil
the business opportunity for
companies such as Bright-
Idea.com, which have very
specific tools for fostering
social idea management.
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Greeley wa /particularly
vexed by a reclnt visit with
Ning in which the company's
officials told him they dor't
have a corporate strategy. He
alsomighthave a case of sour
grapes in the wake of Ning’s
recent $60 million round of
funding. Ning currently has
a valuation of $500 million,
which almost feels sacrile-
gious at a time when the
United States is slip-sliding
into a recession.

“I think they raised a lot of
money and got a lot of buzz
from the guy from Netscape
[Ning co-founder Marc
Andreessen], but this is Sili-
con Valley, and just because
someone is raising a lot of
money it doesn't mean it's

therightthing todo,” Greeley

said. “Now, if they're making
a lot of money, it's the right
thing to do.”

Interestingly, we don't
know what kind of money
Ning is making, and we may
never know. Rare is the Web
2.0 company that goes public,
and no social network has
gone down that road. Will
MySpace or Facebook set the
precedent for Ning and the
rest of the long tail?

Probably not, unless these
vendors can generate some
more enterprise-oriented
value beyond the current

climate of fun, frivolous con-

sumer apps. Consumers
are fickle. When they were
done with MySpace, they
moved to Facebook. When
they were done with Face-
book, they moved to Twitter.
Users looking for the hot
Web site are already fishing
for the next new thing.

In the meantime, niche
vendors such as Bright-
Idea.com will chug along,
catering to businesses that
are serious about using
social collaboration tools
to make work easier.

—Clint Boulton

The pornography
of laptop searches

he government is
again using its favor-
ite boogeyman—child por-
nography—to push the
limits of the Con-
) stitutior’s proscrip-
tion against unrea-
sonable search and
seizures. The latest
flash point is an April
court decision that the
Fourth Amendment does
not require customs agents
to have reasonable suspicion
before searching laptops
and other digital devices.
You read that correctly:
Customs agents can
search your laptop on what
amounts to nothing more
than a whim. They can then
copy the entire contents of
your laptop, including pro-
prietary business informa-
tion, trade secrets and other
privileged information. Or,
perhaps, they will just grab
your iPod and check it to
make sure all your portable
music is legal.
As the feds see it, your

laptop is no different from
a suitcase or a bag, which
are routinely searched at
international borders. And
just how does a customs
agent determine if a laptop
may contain suspicious
material? No one is sure
and no one at customs is
talking. The courts, how-
ever, are.

Which brings us to
Michael Timothy Arnold, a
43-year-old California resi-
dent facing charges of trans-
porting child pornography
after customs officials seized
his laptop at LAX as Arnold
was returning from a trip
to the Philippines. The only
probable cause was that the
Philippines is renowned for
its child porno (so I'm told).

A Los Angeles district
court booted the case
on the grounds that the
examination of laptop files
was unreasonable, overly
invasive and a violation of
Arnold’s Fourth Amend-
ment rights. The court
ruled that customs failed
to articulate a reasonable
reason for searching the
laptop in the first place.

The 9th Circuit Court of
Appeals, though, reversed
that decision, ruling that
customs needs no particu-
lar reason to search laptop
contents. The higher court
said laptop searches are no
different from searches of
luggage. The court gave no
consideration at all to a lap-
top, containing vast stores of
information both personal
and professional, as opposed
to a suitcase.

For a case like this, prob-
able cause is the only thing
that helps.

—Roy Mark
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