Today, when custom
code is used to interface
two products, every time
one of the products is
upgraded a new inter-

face needs to be written.

This can be difficult,
costly and time consum-
ing. For software pro-
ducers, the answer to
this problem lies in a
concept rooted in the
hardware side of the
business: plug-and-play.
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ccording to Bob Bloom, director of
strategic marketing at Norwood, MA-
based Intellution Inc., “Cooperative Au-
tomation is a business practice as well as
a product development practice—it’s ul-
timately a philosophy. On all fronts it
represents a commitment to interoper-
ability.” The most visible manifestation
of such commitment among writers and producers
of automation software has been a movement to de-
velop open applications, systems and tools, but the
promise of easy communications made by these
emerging products has not been matched by the re-
ality of their implementation.

“The idea of ‘open’ is often presented as ‘Here’s a
programming interface. We publish it. Now you
can write some code to it",” says Bloom. “But the
practicalities of this approach present some signif-
icant problems.”

Originally used to describe the ability of hard-
ware to configure itself for operation within a sys-
tem by simply “plugging itself in,” plug-and-play
software provides tools that facilitate functionality
across applications. “If everyone plays by the same
rules and writes to some common interfaces, things

will just plug together,” Bloom notes, “and a con-
sideration of emerging products and technologies
indicates that the plug-and-play world is nearly up-
on us, if not already here.”

Not surprisingly, the technology expected to en-
able plug-and-play components on a broad scale is
being pioneered by Microsoft Corp. of Redmond,
WA. The company’s Object Linking and Embed-
ding (OLE) operating system provides component-
object models that serve as a foundation for binding
applications and functions late in the systems
process—by integrators as opposed to product de-
velopers—thereby allowing the best products or the
best parts of products to be incorporated into flex-
ible solutions. The result is the creation of plug-
gable components, with end users more easily
putting together and sharing information across
different applications.

But does such plug-and-play really exist in to-
day’s marketplace? The answer is yes and no. OLE
is a strategy that Microsoft and key industry vendors
are committed to, and the broad adoption of OLE
(considered a fait accompli within the industry) will
result in the componentization of applications and
genuine plug-and-play. In this scenario, different ap-
plications will communicate in the richest set that
they possibly can (i.e., you won't just pass ASCII
data like Network DDE does, but will be able to ne-
gotiate interfaces that allow for much more com-
prehensive integration of data between applications).
But, while this world is highly anticipated, it is yet to
arrive—but a glimpse of it can be seen today in In-
tellution’s Plant TV.

Plant TV is a universal data viewer—a single ap-
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plication under Windows that can connect to and ‘

display data from a very wide range of sources.
With Plant TV, everyone in an organization can in-
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With Plant TV, manufacturers can instantly view the data they want in a single PC screen.
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