What is the International Alliance for Interoperability?

The goal of the International Alliance for Interoperability (IAI) is to facilitate dramatic positive change within the AEC/FM community through more effective computer communication and e-business.  The IAI is developing interoperability -- that is the free exchange of vital information among project participants throughout the lifecycle of a facility by direct communication between software applications they use.  This goal is being accomplished by developing standards that promote and enable interoperability among those technologies serving the needs of the architecture, engineering and construction industries, plus facility managers and building product manufacturers (referred to as AEC/FM).  The IAI is currently developing two complimentary means for exchanging information: Industry Foundation Classes (IFCs), and aecXML Schemas.

Incorporated in the U.S. in 1995 as a not-for-profit 501(c)(6) alliance of public and private sector interests, it has since become a worldwide organization representing more than 600 entities, with nine international chapters.  The entire North American sub-continent is served by the North American chapter1, currently consisting of 110 member organizations.  The Alliance's diverse membership includes architects and engineers, software providers, product vendors, construction companies, communications firms, and government agencies, universities, and research laboratories in 24 countries. 
What does the IAI do and why?

Over the lifetime of a facility, including design, procurement, project management, maintenance, and retirement, a variety of software applications may be used by project participants.  Examples are programs that perform CAD, energy simulation, estimation, scheduling, FM etc.  Currently, integration between these entities is limited.  Due to a lack of integration, common project information may be entered multiple times by different participants, and data can be misunderstood, or lost.  This process will also involve many vendors who supply parts and material at various stages of the lifecycle.  Information for the full lifecycle, from conception to operations and maintenance, should be available and accessible to all participants in the process.  The IAI is developing IFCs and aecXML to enable software vendor to provide these needed capabilities, i.e. interoperability. 

In order to develop interoperability, the AEC/FM industry must first decide what information must be communicated and then define formats and standards for the communication.  The focus of the IAI is for the practicing AEC/FM professionals to prioritize and define their processes and the needs they have for information from other discipline in the building process.  Once the information elements are specified, software vendors can implement interoperable software.  The IAI organization is structured to capture the information needs of the AEC/FM professionals and to define standards to meet those needs -- to enhance communication across the various shareholders in the lifecycle of a facility: owners/operators of facilities; engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) companies; equipment and component suppliers; information technology suppliers
What are IFCs and aecXML schemas?

Industry Foundation Classes (IFCs) are data elements that represent the parts of buildings, or parts of the process, and contain the necessary and relevant information about those parts.  IFCs are used to assemble a computer readable model of the facility that contains all the information of the parts and their relationships that must be shared among project participants.  In other words, the purpose of the IFC model is to represent all the information that must be shared with other project participant in a format that they can directly used with their specialized computer programs.  The IFC emphasis is to correctly model the real world project with all its intricate relationships.

aecXML™ is a framework for using the eXtensible Markup Language (XML) standard for electronic communications.  XML is fast-growing cousin to the common HTML used in your web browser.  An aecXML schema also describes information specific to the information exchanges between project participants, but does it with emphasis on efficiency of data exchange between programs and e-commerce applications.  The various software applications used by these participants can transfer messages formatted according to the aecXML schema to coordinate and synchronize related project information. In addition, a standard aecXML specification will facilitate e-commerce between suppliers and purchasers of equipment, materials, supplies, parts and services based on that same technical information.  Both IFC and aecXML are necessary to provide efficient, commercially viable interoperability and e-business in the AEC/FM industry.
What is the status and where I can buy interoperable software?

Good progress is underway in the creation of IFCs and aecXML schemas.  The IFC standards already had releases 1.0, 1.5, 1.5.1, and 2.0 (available on CD).  Currently, the beta version for the next release is being reviewed by many software vendors and being tried out in prototypes.  Several vendors have software available based on R1.5 and 1.5.1.  Examples of current software implementations that support IFC R1.5 include Autodesk Architectural Desktop 2.0,  Graphisoft ArchiCAD 6.5, NEC Architectural, Nemetschek AllPlan 16, and Olaf Granlund SMOG.  A group of around twenty vendors formed an organization named BLIS (Building Lifecycle Interoperable Software) to implement interoperable software based on IFC release 2.0.  BLIS is committed to releasing their “commercial-strength” software in the last quarter of 2000.  BricsNet, Timberline, and are a few well-known names in BLIS.  The final release of the next generation IFCs will be around October 2000.  This release is expected to form a stable basis for commercial software for at least two years.  Many more vendors are expected to release their software based on this IFC platform starting in mid 2001 – Autodesk, Bentley Systems, Graphisoft, and Nemetschek are some of the big-name vendors committed to release new IFC versions of their software. 
aecXML schemas are being defined by member organizations now, and working groups will be reviewing and coordinating submitted schemas as they are submitted.  The first release of the aecXML standard will be published by the end of 2000.  Since software vendors can easily implement XML interfaces to their existing software, a flurry of aecXML compatible software is expected in early 2001.

What is a Domain Committee?

Domain Committees are formed by knowledgeable individuals in a particular area of expertise, and act as stewards for the information/business process needs from a specific professional viewpoint.   Domain members are volunteers who collaborate to define the information that must be standardized for that particular domain.  Since not all information in a domain can be defined at a given time the work is organized in specific projects that can be accomplished in a reasonable time, usually targeted for one year. 

Because the IAI goal is interoperability, many projects cross traditional domain boundaries and are performed jointly by more than one domain, often collaborating with domains in other international chapter.  
What domains are active in North America?

There are currently seven domain committees active in North America, and many more worldwide.  They include:

aecXML

Contact: Duane Barrett
Phone: (256) 774-0218
Email:  Duane.Barrett@bentley.com
Architecture

Contact: Todd L. Steighner, AIA
Phone: (202) 721-5221
Email: todd_steighner@gensler.com 
Building Services

Contact: Rob Hitchcock, Domain Chair

Phone: (202) 484-0884 ext. 119

Email: RJHitchcock@lbl.gov 

Codes and Standards

Contact: Krishnan Gowri

Phone: (509) 372-4476

Email: krishnan.gowri@pnl.gov 
Facility Management

Contact: Dave Horner

Phone: (601) 634-3106

Email: hornerd3@wes.army.mil 
Libraries

Contact: Gary Beimers

Phone: (616) 732-5540

Email: gary_beimers@mcgraw-hill.com  
Project Management

Contact: Francois Grobler, Domain Chair

Phone: (217) 373-6723

Email: f-grobler@cecer.army.mil 

What happens at Domain Meetings and how can I contribute?

Well, the answer depends on a couple of key factors.  It depends on where the Domain is in the project process and what your experience and interests are.  One thing is certain, if you are an AEC professional, you can contribute in one way or another.

In the very early stages of the process, participants can take an active role in defining projects and prioritizing them.  Once a project is defined, the committee develops what we call “Usage Scenarios.”  This is the way that we describe how we work as practitioners.  At this stage, you don’t have to be a software- savvy user.  You just need to understand your profession.

As the process progresses from here, things start to look more like software development and less like your professional practice.  Don’t be scared away though.  Many participants have gained valuable insight into their business processes as well as a little respect for the software industry.  A few non-technical users have even become the best in their domains because they keep the needs of their profession at the heart of their work.

So, if you are interested in lending a helping hand, contact the Domain Chairperson and find out more about what projects are underway and at what point in the development cycle you can contribute.

Where can I find out more?

Executive Director: Rich Geissler

Email: geissler@erols.com
Phone: 703.255.6505

Technical Coordinator: Francois Grobler
Email: f-grobler@cecer.army.mil 

Phone: 217.373.6723

IAI:
Web: iaiweb.lbl.gov/

Sample domain: iaiweb.lbl.gov/Chapters/North_America/engPR.htm

aecXML:

Web: www.aecXML.org
FTP: iaiweb.lbl.gov
 – an IAI member password needed to access the ftp site.
