THE SYSTEMS

INTEGRATOR PERSPECTIVE

The Integration
Process Simplified

r—— he world’s first big interface problem is recorded
in Genesis. In Shinar, in the city of Babel, the
building of a great tower was interrupted by a con-
fusion of tongues. The process of erecting the
structure, which had begun with tremendous

promise, was brought to a halt by the inability of the sys-

temic components—the masons, the carpenters, the
architects, and so on—to communicate effectively with
each other. There could be no progress until everyone

started speaking the

the custom APIs necessary to get the data where it needs
to be—but not without a cost. In large installations, the
number of proprietary drivers can literally number in the
thousands; and the necessary generation of custom code
has slowed implementation times and has increased labor
and project costs. These factors worked against the goal of

customer satisfaction.
“OPC eliminates these problems,” says Lu. “It helps us
to start our work and complete it faster. As an integrator,
we don’t need to drill any

same language.

To a systems integrator
in the industrial automa-
tion arena at the close of
the 20th century, the
computing environment
in which they have been
working is very much
like that ancient city—
the problem could be
aptly described as “a con-
fusion of application-pro-
gramming
(APIs).”

interfaces

“AS AN INTEGRATOR, WE DON’T NEED TO DRILL

ANY DEEPER THAN THE OPC SPECIFICATION—

AND WE CAN USE OUR EXPERTISE MORE

EFFICIENTLY BUILDING UP FROM THERE.”

—Ming Lu, vice president of product development,
Aigis Systems, Union City, Calif.

deeper than the OPC
specification—and we
can use our expertise
more efficiently building
up from there.”

Lu is describing the
realization of Microsoft’s
goal: establishing OPC
as “the great translator.”

Microsoft helped launch
the OPC Task Force in
the spring of 1995 in
response to the growing
demand for a standard

APIs are the drivers
which deliver data from process-connected devices to
databases. And such delivery is at the heart of system inte-
gration, according to Ming Lu, vice president of product
development at Aigis Systems (ASI), Union City, Calif., a
software development and systems integration company
specializing in the process and petrochemical industries,

“Originally,” says Lu, “distributed control systems, pro-
grammable logic controllers, and virtually all process-con-
nected devices had proprietary APIs which required integra-
tors like ASI to write custom code for applications needing
to get that ‘delivery of data’ from these systemic elements.”
The Great Translator
This need to develop or write to multiple drivers was
among the most difficult, time-consuming, and costly tasks
an integrator performed within a project. “We needed a
common data structure,” says Lu, “and now that’s been pro-
vided for system integrators by OLE for Process Control.”

Systems integrators have always been able to provide
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based on Microsoft tech-
OLE (Object Linking and Embedding) and
COM (Component Object Modeling)—for process and
factory automation. By August of the following year, the
OPC Specification 1.0 was released, with ownership

nologies

transferred to the nonprofit OPC Foundation. The practi-
cal, focused objective of OPC to provide a standard API
has differentiated the foundation’s work and facilitated
response in the marketplace.

“The goal of OPC,” notes Bill Thompson, senior ana-
lyst for Automation Research Corporation (ARC),
Dedham, Mass., a major research organization which
tracks the industrial automation and control market, “is
to increase flexibility for integrators and end users
alike. It keeps them from being locked into specific
software or hardware.”

“OPC gives the integrator more control of selection cri-
teria when the end user gives them responsibility in this
arena,” Thompson continues. “They’re not pinned in by
technical detail like ‘drivers supported.”

SUPPLEMENT TO CONTROL
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THE SYSTEMS

focus more directly on the integration problems per se.”
AST’s Lu concurs with Adamo’s assessment, staling
that OPC enables system integrators to utilize their
resources more efficiently.
Adamo cites the OPC-server Hardy has developed for
Bristol-Babcock as a good example of this productivity.

“The expertise that we brought on board to implement this
server was primarily in the VSAP protocol, and not pri-
marily in our own particular system,” says Adamo. “They
were able to concentrate on getting the functionality of the
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server to a desired level, and then on exposing that data
through the OPC specification to whatever client wanted
to use it. By allowing this for this focus, OPC increased
the productivity with which we applied our skills.”

Hardy has been involved with OPC nearly from the
specification’s launch, and Adamo sees this involvement
as profiting Hardy on many different
levels: “We can gain in several ways,”
he says. “and not just when we go to
develop a protocol. Now when we run
across a protocol that we don’t current-
ly support, we don’t have to develop a
driver in-house. I think that’s the
biggest gain—taking advantage of
third-party OPC servers that are
increasingly available to us™

An example of how this serves the
integrator can be seen in Hardy’s current
project, which involves a major intelli-
gent  building system.
Again, Vince Adamo: “One of the sub-
systems that we're required to interface
to is a Johnson Controls system. They’re
working on an OPC server, so we won'’t
have to do any development work to inte-

management

grate with the subsystem—saving us, and
our client, significant dollars in service
work and time-to-go-online with the sys-
tem. OPC is a big factor here.”

Technological Imperative

“As more packages use OPC as a com-
mon APL,” notes ARC’s Thompson, “the
OPC interchange story becomes more
important, as end-users and systems
integrators find OPC a means for faster,
more cost-effective integration.”

“Where you're going to see this
impact dramatically,” Thompson con-
tinues, “is with new system implemen-
tation. New systems will have OPC, as
it’s based on newer technology than
legacy systems which may be using
something like DDE [Microsoft’s
Dynamic Data Exchange].”

Ken Eldridge, president of systems
integrator  Eldridge  Engineering,
Spokane, Wash.. confirms the impor-
tance of the OPC technological advantage. “When com-
pared to DDE,” says Eldridge, “OPC is a great improve-
ment. DDE was great for communicating values back and
forth, but OPC provides that same reliable connection
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