Issues for WMO file naming convention.

Although file names cannot be the only way of describing the contents of files (not least because it is simple to change a file name without altering the contents of the file), WMO needs a convention on file names to ease the issues associated with communicating files.

A key driver for a file naming convention is the desire for automated systems to be able to process files of information without needing to open the file and incurring the processing delays associated with that. Message switches work by examining the “headers” of messages and then deciding who the recipient should be. Increasingly “messages” as character streams are being replaced by files being transferred by FTP. Giving each file a name that is sufficiently descriptive to allow automated routeing of the file in a way similar to the way we route messages. 

The key characteristics of a file naming convention are thus that it should:

· Be sufficiently descriptive to allow decisions on the destination of the file to be made without detailed investigation of the contents of the file;

· Contain enough spatial and geographic information to allow automated decisions on retention and relevance to be made;

· Use only file name lengths and character sets that are commonly available across the envisaged processing systems (this must exclude MS-DOS with its 8 character file names!)

· Provide mechanisms to avoid different centres allocating the same name to files with different content

· Provide a means for users to discover the file name that will be associated with the data that they wish to retrieve

· Provide a means of accommodating the existing WMO file naming convention to an extent that allows parallel use.

There is already an agreed convention within WMO, but this must be extended as the use of files is increasing. The issue has been referred to the ET-IDM because of the intimate link with metadata and XML issues.

There are two major decisions to be made.

Decision 1: is the system intended to allow human interpretation of the file contents from the file name (or are we looking at a system that will be for automated use only)?

A human oriented system would tend to use “meaningful” abbreviations for information – for example a human-readable form might use decimal numbers whereas a machine readable form might use base 36 (characters A-Z and 0-9 used to represent numbers) to pack more information into a fixed size file name.

Decision 2: should the file name explicitly describe the file contents, or should it merely allow the contents to be deduced through an indirect method?

For example, the current WMO file naming convention is based on the traditional message headings for character codes. An alternative would be to use a system similar to that for defining bar codes used in shops in which each centre is allocated a range of numbers they can use, and how they use them is determined internally by the institution. What is important is that the institution publishes a mapping from the bar code to the product (in our case, publishing the link from the number to the metadata for the information). Or we could use a link to the metadata as the file name!

At the meeting of ET-IDM we will need to do three things:

a) decide on the approach to the file naming convention (essentially, making decisions 1 and 2);

b) identify how we will validate that the approach is viable – and assign responsibilities for doing that validation;

c) identify who will be responsible for planning how the details for the convention will be determined, and how we will identify who will be responsible for completing the details needed for the convention to be usable.
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