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Ending the data free-for-all

White-pages information services
reflect current push to systematize
"Net information / Simson L. Garfinkel

HE PUSH IS ON TO

systematize the infor-

mation that’s flowing

over the Internet. For

the past few years,
publishing on the 'Net has been a
data free-for-all, with differeng
businesses and organizations pub-
lishing the same kinds of on-line
information in very diffevent for-
mats. [n the coming year, the big
push will be to deliver information
in standard formats that ean be
easily understood by pecple and
computers alike,

One of the best examples of
this growing regularization is
what's happening with Internet
white pages. Over the past few
years, a number of these so-called
directory services have sprung up.
Some of the most popular ones are
Bigfoot, 411, Who Where, Info-
Space, and Switehboard. With any
of these systems, you can look up
virtually anybody in the United
States or Canada The sysiems in-
stantly sean through their
database of the natien’s white
pages and display any raatches.
"The services are free; the compan-
ies yake their money by selling
advertising space on their Web
sites and by selling anciflary ser-
vices.

While all of these systems
work in more or'less the same
way, they all have very different
looks, and they all present their
data in very different ways. While

artistic point of view, they can be a
nightmare if you are teying to
write @ computer pragram that
automatieally takes the resulls
from a database and do something
ugeful — ltke dialing the phone or
adding a person’s name and infor-
mation Lo your persongl address
book.

The sclution £o this electranie
tower of Babel is sanething called
LDAP, the lightwelght directory
aceess protoeol. LDAP is an Inter-
net standard that describes the
entire process of locking up a per-
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son’s name and address from a
network-based directory. With
LDAFP, questions to lock up some-
hedy in a database are all asked in
a standard form, and the answers
eome back in 3 way tha: Is easy
for a computer program to under-
stand.

To zee LDAP in action, all yeu
need is a eopy of Netseepe Com-
mgnicator 4 or Microsoft's
Orutlook Kxpress. Both of these
programs have LDAP-enhanced
address backs. To look somebody
upon the Internet, you ust type
in the name and select which
LDAP server you want to use.
Thz program goes out 1o the serv-
er, gets the information, and
brings it back. Then you just click
a buiton tp add the persen’s name
angd address to your persenal ad-

dress book,

Beyond eonvenience, LDAP
shows the power of storing infor-
mation in a eoramon format and
making it available over the Inter-
net with comumon protocols, That's
because any organizafion can put
up its own LDAP sexver on the
Internet. A univessity can put up
its student or faculty phone Hook;
z buginess can put up its employee
diractory. These servers eanhe
set up 1o give different kinds of in-
formation to insiders and
outsiders. Best of all, once the
LDAP server is up and running, it
works with any LDAP-enabled eli-
ent. For all of these reasons,
LDAP is gaining a lof of momen-
tum in the buginess world.

If you ave a business or orga-
nization that wants to put up your
owns LDAP gerver, you have two
choiees; buy or huitd, Today Net-
seape, Oracle, and Microsoft all
sefl LDAP directory servers for
businesses. The Uriversity of
Michigan also distributes a free
server, but I've hac trouble get-
ting it to eompile on my versicn of
UNIX. Of cagrse, to vun an LDAP
server on the Internet you'll need
your owr fill-time Wet connec-
tien, just as if you Wwere running
your own Web server,

LDAPF can also be used fora
lot more than looking up pecpk’s
names and addresses. VeriSiga
has an LDAP server that lets you
look up a person’s public key, in
case you want {o send encrypted
electronic mail. Clayton Donley, a
Motorola expiate engineer in Bel-
jing, has developed ¢ system for
using LDAP as the basis fora
general-parpose access comtrol

system over the Internet. You can

find ks home page a: kttp/fwww,
geotities.com/SikiconValley/
Bay/2131/.

Althouzh LDAP is arettv cool.

[nternet white pages. That’s be-
cause it pulls the dats ont of the
servers without forcing vou to ses
the advertisements, Although this
may sound great for consumers,
rltimately thet spells trouble for
the white-pages eompanies.
‘What's interesting is that the

. proprietors of the 'Net white
peges don't feel the same way I

db. Several firms I spoke with say
that even though they won't get
the advertising revenue, they still
welcome the brand recognition
thit cames from people using
LDAR servers. And at InfoSpace,
president Jain Naveen says that
after you use his company’s

LDAP server to jook up some-
betly’s name, it will still be able to
entice you to send that person
carils or flowers — for which Info-
Spdce gets a hice commission.

“We ean find other vays to get
valug from giving that value to
perple,” says David Conway,
praduet manager for directorios at
411. “We don't plan to charge con-
sumers or individuals directly to
aecess it, but we might charge
softvare companies who provide
aecess to our LDAP server.” Of
course, those costs might wlti-
mately be passed on to consumers.

The eompany is also distribut-
ing an LBAP plug-in for Miere-
soft’s Oatlook 97. The plug-in lets
Qutlook access 411s server - and
displays advertisements to the
user at the same time.

You ean find out more infor-
mation about LDAP at hitp:/
nswh.tuwien.acai/htdoes/dap-
htmY. Stanford University has put
together an LDAP FAQ and tuto-

_rial;it’s at httpe//www lelind.
stanford edw/grougynetwirking/

direstory/x500idapfaq html

Tecimology writer Simson L. Gor-
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