SOA (Service Oriented Architecture), and the System i: the latest and greatest buzz from IBM. In 1988 IBM introduced the AS/400, a mere upgrade to the S/38, with a sleuth of promises from the computer giant. Since then the system has lost a substantial market share to Oracle, and others. But, lets’ give the AS/400 its’ due. The AS/400 is a stable, productive, work horse that has withstood the test of time. The newest version, the System i, is a full capability web server with a suite of packaged technology that is second to none. The problem is in learning this new, exciting technology. In fact, it is not nearly as bad as it looks, and once you get there: a piece of cake.

In a nutshell, the new generation system requires the knowledge of a few additional components. The backend DB2/400 running under OS/400 is the same. Here is a technology that you already have under your belt. Lets’ add WDSC (Websphere Development Studio Client), and toss out PDM, and SEU. This is an easy to learn platform for application development. Next, is WAS (Websphere Application Server), a middleware that conducts the marriage between the Apache HTTP Server and your application. Finally, a development language and associated software such as Java, JSP, HTML, and XML. It all fits together into a nice integrated package that is easy to use and maintain. Did I mention powerful? Very Powerful! For example WAS is available in a network deployment version, that will load balance web traffic amongst multiple System i servers, hence, handle a mega load of traffic. If you want you can use PHP instead of Java. Just, throw out WAS. The PHP engine slots right into the HTTP Server. There are third party products that make it quick and easy. There is .Net, another approach. Don’t get hung up on where to start. You can start with the package from IBM that comes with V5R4. From there you can take advantage of a multitude of additional offerings. 

How about SOA? I have a definition for you! “An application architecture within which all functions are defined as independent services with well defined invoke-able interfaces that can be called in defined sequences to form business processes”. Ok, what does that mean? Good design! Something we all have been doing for years! Well almost. When you design your system segregate functions into reusable modules with an easy to implement, standard interface, and then extend this model to form reusable business processes. An example: Web Services using SOAP, WSDL standard. A specific Web Service example: Credit Card process. From whatever application, on whatever platform execute a Java method that uses SOAP protocol. The method will activate a Web Service that resides on the backend of a URL that the method executes. Information is passed back and forth through XML. Now lets’ build our entire system using a series of Web Services. Nice idea, but, it won’t work all the time. You must use good design skills and common sense. Sometimes part of you application is very specific to a unique task and requires good old fashion programming with intricate if/else, and do/until logic. If you need to do this; do it! When SOA is applicable: it is the right choice. A good flexible design that is well documented is always a winner. Strictly SOA may, or may not be your answer.

I hope this sheds some light on the topic at hand. I welcome your feedback and any additions that you may have.

Trivia Question: What were the new features of the AS/400 when it first came out in 1988 that were not available on the S/38 Release 8?

Trivia Answer: REDPE statement in RPG, and command prefix with WRK instead of DSP.   
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