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1.  Introduction

Many thousands of users throughout the world manage their library catalogue or other databases with CDS/ISIS.  In the age of the internet it is not surprising that many of them have wanted to provide access over the web.

Several solutions have been created since the early 90s and many of the products have similar names, leading to some confusion among potential users and those asked to provide support.  Other delegates at this conference can give much more information about individual products than I can, but what I want to do is to review the range of solutions and consider their relative advantages.  I hope it will be helpful to anyone considering which route to take in putting their database online.

One thing that not everyone realises is that you need a server with a permanent internet connection, so that users can access your service whenever they choose.  If you are in a university or large business this will probably not be a problem, but if you are in a small organization you may be dependent on your Information Service Provider.  In that case you are dependent on what software your ISP is willing to run, and you may have to convince them that it won’t be a security risk to their system.  The program has to be loaded in a directory where users can execute it, not in the directory where you load your static web pages.  You may also be limited by the operating system of your ISP’s server, though some packages will run on a variety of operating systems.

2. Unix version

The earliest, and maybe the simplest solution is to run the Unix version of CDS/ISIS.  This runs on Intel processors and has been available since 1992.  Then you just provide telnet access to the computer it’s loaded on and people use it over the network just as if they were sitting at the Unix computer.

The drawbacks are fairly obvious.  The interface is character-based and it looks very old-fashioned by 21st century standards.  Telnet is a fairly unreliable protocol – at least it was in the days when we used it regularly for searching library catalogues.  I wasn’t able to find any examples of the Unix version still being used.

3. JavaISIS

This was conceived and written by Renate Enea and made available in 1998 by DBA in Italy.  The first release allowed browsing and searching.  From the third release it has been distributed and supported by UNESCO.  It now includes a multi-user data entry module and ISO 2709 import and export.  It uses WWWISIS as its web engine.

The interface will be easy to grasp for anyone who is familiar with Winisis, and I found it the easiest solution to get running.

Basically you need to run the Java server software on your server and install the Java client software on each PC that you want to access it.  The client is available for Windows, Linux, Solaris, Macintosh, etc.  The client PCs also need to have Microsoft Virtual Machine installed (which can be downloaded from the Microsoft website).  This is perhaps the main disadvantage – that the database can only be accessed from computers that have the client installed.  But if you are only aiming at a limited number of known users (e.g. a network of a few partner organisations) it is probably the easiest solution to implement.  

We come now to the web-based solutions, where the client software is a web browser such as Internet Explorer or Firefox.

4. IsisWWW

This was developed by the CDS/ISIS Group of the University of Library and Information Studies in Stuttgart, Germany.  It used a Perl script to execute CDS/ISIS version 3 and a Pascal program to process the results.

The technology is now very dated and I haven’t been able to find any examples still running.  The website at Stuttgart has disappeared.

From here there are two main strands of development: one based on the ISIS_DLL (Dynamic Link Library) and the other based on C-ISIS (ISIS in the C language), both originally developed by BIREME.

5. WWWISIS Version 3

The C-ISIS program (called mx) accepts parameters in the command line, for example


mx cds bool=water pft=@short.pft

The parameters can also be written in a file and mx called with the file name.  This made it possible for it to run in the CGI directory of a webserver and parameters to be passed through the CGI interface.  This is the basis of WWWISIS up to version 3.

WWWISIS 3 is available free on UNESCO’s CD-ROM.  It needs a fairly high degree of competence with HTML and the CDS/ISIS formatting language to write the search form and display formats.  It is available for Windows and Linux/Unix and is used very widely.  An example at Seychelles Bureau of Standards is shown on the slides.  Data entry over the web is also possible.

To make it easier to write the search forms and display formats, the former French user group. IBISCUS, has written some softwaare called GENISIS.  This is shown on the slides.  One example of a library using Genisis is SARDC (Southern African Research and Documentation Centre) who are also giving a presentation at this conference.

Genisis is also available free on the UNESCO CD-ROM and the UNESCO website.

6. WWWISIS version 5

WWWISIS versions 4 and 5 work quite differently from version 3.  The program is also known as wxis.  It involves writing a script in a scripting language which is a form of XML.  You can download version 5 free from BIREME’s website and try it out on a single PC, but to use it over a network you need to buy a licence from BIREME.

BIREME also makes available an off-the-peg application called iAH which saves you from writing the scripts, though you do still need to understand CDS/ISIS and HTML quite well to write the FST and display formats.

7. WWW-ISIS

WWW-ISIS sounds confusingly like WWWISIS, but it is actually quite separate.  It was written by Henryk Rybinski, the director of ICIE (Institute for Computer and Information Engineering) in Poland.  The Windows version makes use of  ISIS_DLL, which I referred to earlier.  The first version was created as part of the IBIS project for UNIDO.  Version 2 was done for the LIB project, Version 3 for the FAOLEX interface for FAO, and Version 4 for UNEP.

The aim is to require no programming knowledge and no deep knowledge of HTML.  The search  and data entry screens are generated from parameter files called HTP files.  Because controlled-term indexing has long been important for FAO, e.g. the Agrivoc thesaurus, thesaurus handling is well provided for in WWW-ISIS.

There is now a library aplication based on WWW-ISIS called  Weblis available  free from the UNESCO website.  It includes online catalogue, data entry and loans modules.  One interesting feature is the ability to generate emails automatically, e.g. to the administrator or for the ordering function.

8. OpenIsis

The final group of solutions that I want to mention is the OpenIsis initiative.  As you know, the Isis family of software may be freely available but the source code is not.  This has had the beneficial effect that all of us from all over the world are using the same standard versions of CDS/ISIS, Winisis, WWWISIS, etc.

The OpenIsis initiative is based on using the traditional CDS/ISIS file formats but maintaining the database with new open source software, both Linux and windows versions.  In fact it proved too much work to replicate the index file updating but Winisis or BIREME’s tools can be used for that.  Alternative formats for the index and master file were also developed.  By means of the scripting language PHP (PHP Hypertext Processor) it can be used to put databases on the web and some examples are shown on the slides.  Both OpenIsis and PHP can be downloaded freely.  Clabel (Online Catalog to Automate Electronic Libraries) is a library application with Opac, cataloguing, and kardex modules that uses OpenIsis/PHP for read operations and wxis for writing.  It was developed for the Cuban oil sector libraries.

At the time of writing, the latest Windows version that can be used is 0.8.  Openisis 1.0, also known as Malete, is based on the “alternative formats”. It can be downloaded from the malete.org website.  It provides import and export to CDS/ISIS and ISO 2709, and is described by the OpenIsis society as “the open source member of the CDS/ISIS software family”.

Now there is a proposal for a database library called Selene, fully independent of CDS/ISIS, with an arbitrary data structure (e.g. XML text).  This is perhaps getting outside the family and I’ll conclude here.

9. Conclusion

Anyone wanting to put their CDS/ISIS database on the internet has a wide range of options open to them.  Several of them are free, but like CDS/ISIS itself what you save in money you may have to make up in learning the skills to set up and configure the software.  Your choice may well depend on your abilities with CDS/ISIS, HTML, Open Source software and programming, but if you want to avoid programming you may have to spend a long time sorting out configuration settings.  Some solutions are quite easy for a simple application.  But CDS/ISIS is extremely flexible and the more non-standard and complex your requirements the more work you will have to put in.

