
Manchester, 15 December 2000 
 
TECHNICAL DIRECTOR 

AHaPe - Handicraft and Home Decoration 
Grosvenor Square 
Manchester 
 
 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
Re : Technical Report on Providing the Dynamic HTML for AHaPe Plc. 
 
 
 
According to the last query to have an advise on the technology your company should be used for 
developing an e-business website, I am glad to tell you that by now I have compiled several different 
cutting-edge technologies on providing the dynamic HTML, which probably be the best for your 
purpose. The full report should be explaining all more in detail. However, in this covering letter I 
just want to sum up several important things. 
 
Concerning your company’s size, which is categorised into SME (small – medium enterprise), I 
believe that a well-defined internet utilisation, particularly in building an e-business website, will 
be of benefit to your company is progress. The usage of dynamic HTML, which is a must, will 
be replacing the old static one and creating more interactive interfaces to the user, in addition to 
improving its responsiveness to users’ actions. 
 
I have examined and finally compared and contrasted the CGI (Common Gateway Interface), 
Microsoft ASP (Active Server Pages) and Allaire ColdFusion to bring into your interest and 
decision. My comparison and contrast will only be focussed in four parts, i.e. how the technology 
works, how easy and how flexible it is to use, what constraints and restrictions apply for them and the future 
of those technologies. 
 
Although I have tried to make a fair comparison between all of them, after examining and 
considering all the plusses and minuses, my personal opinion is that using the Microsoft ASP or 
ASP+ alternatively, instead of the two others will probably benefit more to your company’s 
progress. Especially when I consider that nowadays your company is intensively using Microsoft 
Windows platform as it is easy to cope with. So, probably if you chose to migrate your entire 
system’s platform in the future to another one, e.g. Linux/Unix, you can reconsider the future 
dynamic HTML tools which will be suitable for it as well. 
 
However, for now, as your position is intended to, the final decision is on you. 
 
 
Thank you for this challenging work, 
 
 
 
Yanuar Nugroho 
Consultant 
 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

A standardised Web server interface specification called the Common Gateway Interface (CGI) allows an 
executable program to access all the information within incoming requests from clients. The query information is 
transmitted to the database engine, and the results is received back again and displayed to the client/customers. 
Moreover, the program can then generate all the output required to make up the return page (the HTML, script 
code, text, etc.), and send it back to the client via the Web server.  
Alternatively, Microsoft ASP can be used to enable performing simple and complex calculations and queries, 
without calling ISP for permission changes. It is not browser dependent and does not need a browser compatibility. 
It is designed to be typified by a single file that is possible to mix a virtually unlimited number of scripting 
languages into a single file and is possible to build customised components that can be stored anywhere and use 
them as if they were on the desktop.  
The other alternative is ColdFusion, whose HTML pages are written and marked up with special tags and 
logic, which usually resembles HTML. ColdFusion uses a tag-based language syntax that does not use script 
blocks, and there is no need to use an output or print function. Because of the language’s syntax and use of 
untyped variables, the ColdFusion site was found the simple way to write.  
 

 

Common Gateway Interface (CGI) 
 

Overview 
The common definition if CGI is a standard for interfacing external applications with 
information servers, such as HTTP or Web servers. In one hand, basically a “plain HTML 
document” that the Web daemon retrieves, is static. It means that it exists in a constant state, i.e. 
a text file that does not change. On the other hand, A CGI program is executed in real-time, so 
that it can output the dynamic information in a HTML document.  

Any scripts, as long as it is installed in the server-side (instead of client-side), can be called a CGI 
script. However, most of the CGI scripts are written in PERL although the other languages such 
as C, C++, Fortran, PERL, TCL, and any Unix shell, Visual Basic or AppleScript are also used.  

 

How It Works 
The CGI installed on the server-side will make it able to provide all the interactive and dynamic 
web-site tools such as company is order form submission, create a guest book or forum on a new 
products, keep track of and rotate ads etc.  In addition, the server has the capability to redirect 
data to any email address, persist data, dynamically serve out different content to the browser, 
among many other things that the browser alone simply cannot do. Just for instance, assumed 
that a database is about to be “hooked up” to the Web, to allow the customers from all over the 
world to query it. Basically, it is needed to create a CGI program that the Web daemon will 
execute to transmit the query information to the database engine, and receive the results back 
again and display them to the client/customers. This is an example of how a gateway works and 
particularly this is where CGI, currently version 1.1, got its origins.  

Because a CGI program is executable, it basically means to let anyone run a program on 
someone is system, which is not the safest thing to do currently. Therefore, there are some 
security precautions that need to be implemented when it comes to using CGI programs.  
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Probably the one that will affect the typical Web user the most, is the fact that CGI programs 
need to reside in a special directory, so that the Web server has to know to execute the program rather 
than just display it to the browser. This directory is usually under direct control of the 
webmaster, but it is up to the user’s webmaster to set these up and check about the feasibility of 
allowing CGI access.  

 

Constraints and Restriction 
CGI scripts, by their very nature, place an extra burden on the Web server. They are separate 
programs, which means the server process must generate a new task for every CGI script that is 
executed. The server cannot just launch a program and then wait for the response. The CGI’s 
overhead of generating a task and waiting for it to complete is usually minimal, but the task itself 
will use system resources-memory and disk-and also will consume processor time.  

There is also the matter of file contention. Not only are the various processes (CGI scripts, the 
server itself,) competing for processor time and memory, they may be trying to access the same 
files. For example, a guest book script may be displaying the guest book to three browsers while 
updating it with the input from a fourth. (There is nothing to keep the multiple scripts running 
from being the same script multiple times.) The mechanisms for ensuring a file is available-
locking it while writing and releasing it when done-all take time: system OS time and simple 
computation time. Making a script foolproof this way also makes the script bigger and more 
complex, meaning longer load times and longer execution times.  

It does not mean that user should go away from running CGI scripts. It just means that user has 
to know its server capacity, is able to plan its site a bit, and monitor performance on an ongoing 
basis, in addition of a certain amount of RAM or disk space allocation. Those requirements will 
vary based on what server software it runs, what particular CGI scripts it uses, and what kind of 
traffic its server sees.  

 

Flexibility and Ease-of-Use 
It just depends on what is available on user’s system. If it uses a programming language like C or 
Fortran, the program must be compiled the before it will run. Just a brief technical look, in the 
/cgi-src directory that came with the server distribution, there is source code for some of the 
CGI programs in the /cgi-bin directory. If, however, user uses one of the scripting languages 
instead, such as PERL, TCL, or a Unix shell, the script itself only needs to reside in the /cgi-
bin directory, since there is no associated source code.  

As far, many people prefer to write CGI scripts instead of programs, since they are easier to 
debug, modify, and maintain than a typical compiled program. 

 

The Future 
User should be aware, however, that the CGI world is in a constant state of change, than most of the 
computer world. Fortunately, most servers will stay compatible with existing standards, so –if it 
is decided to implement CGI— user will not have to worry about its scripts not working. The 
future of CGI Scripting will depend on languages it uses to produce scripts. The most promising 
are : 

Java (from Sun Microsystems). Rather than produce and distribute executables as with normal 
CGI (or most programs), Java writers distribute instructions that are interpreted at runtime 
by the user’s browser. The important difference here is that whereas CGI scripts execute 
on the server, a Java applet is executed by the client’s browser.  
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Visual Basic Script. VBScript, when it obtains Internet community approval and gets 
implemented widely, will remove many of the arcane aspects from CGI programming. It is 
hoped that there should no more fussing with C++ constructors or worrying about stray 
pointers, as well as concern about a crash which might bring the whole system down.  

ISAPI (Internet Server Application Programming Interface), promises some real advantages 
over today’s CGI practices. It does not make sense to generate external CGI tasks the 
traditional way. Rather than use interpreted scripts or compiled executables, ISAPI 
proposes using DLLs (dynamic link libraries) because CGI done through an ISAPI DLL 
performs much more quickly than CGI done the traditional way. There are even ISAPI 
wrappers-DLLs that let established CGI programs use the new interface.  

 

 

Microsoft Active Server Pages (ASP) 
 

Overview 
Since its inception in late 1996, Microsoft ASP has grown rapidly to become the major technique 
for server-side Web programming in the Windows environment (and on some other platforms 
using other implementations that accept the same or similar syntax, such as ChilliASP).  

According to Microsoft itself, Microsoft® Active Server Pages (ASP) is a server-side scripting 
tool that can be used to create dynamic and interactive Web applications. An ASP page is an 
HTML page that contains server-side scripts that are processed by the Web server before being 
sent to the user is browser.  

Microsoft ASP can be combined with Extensible Markup Language (XML), Component Object 
Model (COM), and Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) to create powerful interactive Web 
sites.  

 

How It Works? 
Microsoft ASP is really a subset of Visual Basic Scripting, which is a subset of Visual Basic for 
Applications™, a product developed also by Microsoft. 

Server-side scripts run when a browser requests an .asp file from the Web server. Microsoft ASP 
is called by the Web server, which processes the requested file from top to bottom and executes 
any script commands. It then formats a standard Web page and sends it to the browser. 

It is possible to extend Microsoft ASP scripts using COM components and XML. COM extends 
the scripting capabilities by providing a compact, reusable, and secure means of gaining access to 
information. The components can be called from any script or programming language that 
supports Automation. XML is a meta-markup language that provides a format to describe 
structured data by using a set of tags.  

 

Constraints and Restriction 
ASP makes programming easier by supporting untyped variables, and it provides easy access to 
the huge Windows API set through native support for Microsoft’s COM (Component Object 
Model) standard. Although this enables ASP to provide access to all the power of COM objects 
but it can also make ASP code more complex and harder to write. Microsoft’s ADO (Active 
Data Objects) COM interfaces provide a comprehensive database access API.  
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The existing limitations of Microsoft ASP now are the dependence on script languages, poor 
support for object-oriented design and programming techniques, and the need to continuously 
re-invent techniques for each page or application built. One of the limitations of Microsoft ASP 
is that in order to refresh anything on the screen that is the result of a server-side script, the 
entire page had to be refreshed from the server. This caused many problems as it increased the 
load on the server and could lose data over poor connections. 

Other constraints of Microsoft ASP are : that it only runs on Microsoft Windows NT and does 
not scale well. The other component technologies, furthermore, are only supported by 3rd party 
vendors like Java, C++, etc. The source codes are also not available, and mostly come from 
commercial 3rd party. Generally, when upgrading, Microsoft ASP breaks previous 
implementations. 

 

Flexibility and Ease-of-Use 
ASP development tools are widespread and generally quite mature. Microsoft’s Microsoft Script 
Editor (which comes with Microsoft Office) can be used to edit pages and productively, with a 
comfortable editing environment and an integrated debugger. 

The power and flexibility of Microsoft ASP was a code which was easily created and 
implemented using any programming language that supported the ActiveX interface including 
JScript, VBScript and PerlScript.  Since ASP was native to the NT operating system, it was 
readily available to all clients with Web sites being hosted on the server, and generally did not 
require much (if any) intervention from the administrator to access almost all of it is resources. 

Microsoft ASP enables performing simple and complex calculations and queries, without calling 
ISP for permission changes. The best of all, that Microsoft ASP is not browser dependent like 
the ever-popular Javascript and does not need a browser compatibility. In terms of databases, 
Microsoft ASP uses the ADO Object, ODBC, OLE-DB and the Transaction Manager. Among 
all these pieces it is very easy to build fast and simple ASP database web applications.  

The performance increased by Microsoft ASP is significant, since it gets the job done more 
efficiently (and faster) because it is designed to be typified by a single file that can be packed with 
a vast amount of processing power. It is possible to mix a virtually unlimited number of scripting 
languages into a single .asp file, each language used for the kind of work for which it is 
optimised. Moreover, it is possible to build customised components that can be stored anywhere 
and use them as if they were on the desktop. There are no separate files to compile. Everything 
can be contained in a single file extension.  

 

The Future 
Microsoft is also investing heavily in clustering technology for ASP, and the upcoming 
Microsoft Application Center Server will provide clustering and content management features 
for ASP sites. According to Microsoft, tools like ASP and XML will be key to the growth of 
global economy over the next decade. Several market research firms project information 
industries growing rapidly, reaching multiple billions of dollars in just a couple of years. So 
generally, it might mean that coding protocols like XML and ASP are paramount to next 
century’s economy.  

In the future, the successor of Microsoft ASP, called ASP+, will take all this and march onward 
to even more features, while ADO+ is being released with even more enhancements and speed 
boosts. However, if AHaPe® Plc. decides to choose this option, it would also be better to have 
a deeper examination on ASP+ instead of Microsoft ASP. 
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Allaire ColdFusion 
 

Overview 
Designed as a web application platform, ColdFusion, with its last 4.5.1.version, is an 
environment where the user can extend applications using server-side code. It helps the 
developers to move from building Web sites to Web applications. It provides API combined 
with the programming language and administration, performance monitoring, development and 
debugging tools. It also runs on several platforms and has strong back-end data connectivity.  

For the short-term business impact, the availability of ColdFusion Server, paired with Allaire’s 
ColdFusion Studio development tool, provides Linux shops with a relatively quick and 
inexpensive way to start developing Web applications. While for the long-term one, support for 
hardware load balancing will allow for very large ColdFusion clusters, giving businesses room to 
grow at their own speed.  

 

How It Works? 
Architecturally, ColdFusion works very much like Microsoft’s Active Server Pages (ASP). The 
HTML pages are written and marked up with special tags and logic in ColdFusion Markup 
Language (CFML), a proprietary language that’s like HTML on steroids. When a browser 
requests a ColdFusion page, which typically has a CFM extension, the ColdFusion server parses 
the page and turns CFML into HTML. 

ColdFusion does have one edge over ASP, though: its similarity to HTML. An ASP script might 
look like that a foreign language has infected a Web page; but CFML code usually resembles 
HTML because it is a tag-based too, although CFML (with its tag-based system), lacks the 
flexibility of a full programming language like Java.  

ColdFusion uses a tag-based language syntax that doesn’t use script blocks, and there is no need 
to use an output or print function. What is needed is just HTML and, if that particular section of 
a page was executed, the HTML was sent to the client. Because of the language’s syntax and use 
of untyped variables, it is found that the ColdFusion site is the simplest to write.  

 

Constraints and Restriction 
Although Allaire ColdFusion is a featured development language that supports for both 
software- and hardware-based load balancing and failover, it cannot host EJBs (Enterprise 
JavaBean) or CORBA (Common Object Request Broker) objects. For Windows and Solaris, 
there is therefore more choice in products from companies such as Sybase Inc., Oracle Corp., 
IBM and Sun Microsystems Inc. that can host EJB and CORBA objects, something ColdFusion 
cannot do. However, ColdFusion can call those objects as long as they’re running elsewhere.  

ColdFusion also requires an important decision about development languages because it is 
strongly tied to Allaire’s proprietary CFML (ColdFusion Markup Language). Corporate-level 
infrastructure projects are best when written in Java or C to maximize portability, ease of 
maintenance and code reuse. It is recommended that corporations carefully consider which 
language direction to take based on the needs, time frames and budgets of Web development 
projects, as well as the availability of in-house skills.  
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Flexibility and Ease-of-Use 
The ColdFusion server can be administered via the Web with a special ColdFusion application, 
and the security model lets user restrict administrative capabilities and access to specific files, 
databases, CFML tags, users, and groups. User can also delegate certain administration tasks, 
making it easy for ISPs to let customers run and administer ColdFusion on their sites. Such users 
run Administrator but have access only to the tools they need for building and administering 
their applications. As a result, there are approximately 400 ISPs that support ColdFusion 
development (a significant reason to prefer it to other products in this roundup, such as 
SilverStream and Oracle), if user is not big enough to afford their own infrastructure. 

Like Microsoft Visual Studio, ColdFusion allows user to divide different types of development 
projects among developers. For example, those working on middle-tier applications in 
ColdFusion can work either in CFML or in C++, but the results appear as custom tags. 
Presentation developers can then use the custom tags as they would any other. 

ColdFusion provides a solid set of connectivity options, including native or ODBC drivers for all 
the major databases, Lightweight Directory Access Protocol, Extensible Markup Language, 
HTTP, FTP, mail and news protocols. On Linux, ODBC drivers for TcX DataKonsult AB’s 
MySQL, the open-source database PostgreSQL, Inprise Corp.’s dBASE and Microsoft Corp.’s 
FoxPro are included, in addition to drivers for the major relational databases. Although Allaire 
doesn’t provide any connectivity options for enterprise resource planning, message queuing, 
transaction monitoring or mainframe connectivity, the third-party connectors are available.  

 

The Future 
Allaire has also released a free version of ColdFusion, called ColdFusion Express that provides a 
large subset of the ColdFusion language, along with support for ODBC (Open Database 
Connectivity) data sources. Although ColdFusion’s Java support is fair to middling now, there 
clearly is a lot of Java in ColdFusion’s future. Over the past year, Allaire has acquired two Java 
Web application server companies — Live Software Inc. (maker of JRun) and Valto Systems Inc. 
(maker of Ejipt) — and Allaire officials told us that this Java technology will be gradually 
integrated into ColdFusion in future releases. 

ColdFusion is built for the Web and is a tried-and-true solution on large commercial sites for 
showing its scalability. The development environment is powerful, and the product has extensive 
third-party and ISP support. Developers will find this a firm foundation for Web applications. 

 
 
 
 

*** 
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