EWEELK LABS // REVIEW

PRISM: IN LIVING COLOR

ing Visor
adds dimension
to handhelds

By Jason Breeks
FTH THE VISOR PRISM,
Handspring Inc.
packs a rich 16-bit
color display, a re-
chargeabie lithium-
ion battery and a
faster 33M Hz processor into iis pop-
ular Visor handheld computer. Add
to this the expansion potential of Hand-
spring’s distinctive Springboard slot,
and the Prism can safely be called the
most tricked-out Palm OS-based hand-
held available.

However, the $449 Visor Prism
lacks the low cost, long battery life and
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Corporate Portal update

By Jim Rapoza
OMETIMES, VENDORS WITH A
leadership position in their prod-
uct space rest on their laurels
and fail to improve their prod-
uct. Plumtree Software Inc. has avoid-
ed that trap by building many excel-
lent new features intc Corporate Portal
4.9, rearchitecting the product's serv-
er engine and fixing many of the flaws
in its previous version.
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light weight on which its simmer, less
costly Visor siblings built their popu-
larity-—and even the Visor Platinum,
which, like the Prism, will ship this
month, costs $150 less.

The Visor Prism’s
price puts the handheld
into contention with sub-
$500 Pocket PC devices—
most of which are faster,
more feature-rich and
more open to industry-
standard expansion tech-
nologies.

The Visor Prism does
carry great potential for
expandability in its
Springhoard slot, and
we've been impressed by
the Springboard modules we've seen
so far, particularly those that effectively
incorporate wireless technologies.

However, we've yet to see Spring-
boarc. modules with a CompactFlash

eWEEK Labs’ tests showed
Version 4.0 of Plumtree Cor-
porate Portal, which shipped
last month, to be an excellent
evolution of the productand
a must upgrade for busi-
nesses using earlier versions.
The portal now features im-
proved user authentication, better
browser-based administration, the abil-
ity t¢ integrate with other Plumtree

Visor shows its eolors.

or multimedia card adapter that could
open the Visor platform to the world
of digital cameras, personal digital
assistanis and other devices that sup-
S , port these specifications.

=3
z Palm OS edge
HARDWARE ADVANTAGES
aside, the Palm OS-
based Visor Prism com-
ands a much larger
oftware library than is
vailable for the Pocket
PC, and enterprise ap-
ication and hardware
accessory vendors al-
most universally cater
firstto the Palm OS plat-
form—a major compet-
itive advantage for the Prism.

The Visor Prisd{s marquee feature
i its backlit color screen, which is ca-
pable of displaying 65,536 colors, com-
pared with  [continued on Page 172]

keeps its edge

portal installations and sys-
tem auditing features.

In addition, the product
is now less reliant on ASP
{Active Server Pages), of-
fering new support for Java
and Perl in the portal appli-
cations that Plumitree calls
“gadgets.” Version 4.0 also makes
much better use of open standards
such as fcontinued on Page 163]
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Extensible Markup Language.

Corporate Portal 4.0 uses what
Plumtree calls a Massively Paralle] Por-
tal Engine, which is essentially a server-
based messaging system that handles
content in a more scalable and fault-
tolerant manner than previous versions
could. In tests of complex portal pages,
Version 4.0 outperformed a Corpo-
rate Portal 3.5 implementation on a
duplicate system.

With this release, Corporate Portal

sheds its image of being little more
than a big application service provider
application, but it still runs only on
Windows NT and Windows 2000 Ad-
vanced Server systems. Change is com-
ing, however, in the form of a Solaris
version that will ship next year, ac-
cording to company officials.

When we first reviewed the
Plumtree portal years ago, we thought
its price was too high. The new version
costs a mind-bogpling $100,000 for 250
named users, but this is par for the
course in the pricey corporate portal

market. Competitors such as the Sun-
Netscape Alliance’s iPlanet Portal
Server, Infolmage Inc.’s Freedom
and Data Channel Inc.’s Data Chan-
nel Server all come in atabout the same
price or higher.

For such a complex system, Cor-
porate Portal is refreshingly straight-
forward to set up. We had our portal
up and running in no time.

Version 4.0 corrects a significant
shortcoming in previous versions by
adding support {for user authentication
through LDAP (Lightweight Directo-

ry Access Protocol), which supplements
the NT user support found in earlier
versions.

The LDAP support broadens the
portal's appeal and makes it much
easier for companies to tie Corporate
Portal into advanced access control and
authentication systems.

The browser-based administration
in the product is much improved, and
we could handle most management
tasks with it. However, “most” is the key
word here. Several tasks still need to be
done in the [continued on Page 164]

LaBs-£YE view // Timothy Dyck

The key problem I've seen with portals is that they've tended to pre-
vide warmed-over generic content that Yahoo's free myyahoo.com
service provides just as well~and often better.

That's why Plumtree Software’s Corporate Portal 4.0 support
for content plug-ins that the company cails “gadgets” is so important.

As Jim Rapoza writes in his review, gadgets can now be written in Java and Peri,
opening up the product to whatever applications in-house developers can create
and to whatever corporate data those languages can access.

Plumtree has 2iso delivered on the promise of gadgets by posting on its Web site
& large selection of prebuilt gadgets to access compenents of critical corporate ap-
plications such as SAP's R/3, Microsoft's Exchange, Siebel Systems’ Siebel and
Onyx Software’s Onyx. This is the proper direction for corporate portals to take
because it leads to prime territory that Internet portals like myyehoo.com will nev-
er be able to reach, —West Coast Technical Director Timothy Dyck can be contacted at
timothy_dyck®ziff-davis.com.

EWEEK LABS /7 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Corporate Portal 4.0

Plumiree Sofiware’s Corporate Portal 4.0 s a very wor-
thy upgrade to the well-known portal. The new version
fixes several weaknesses and gains key features that serve
to reinforce the product’s standing as one of the must pol-
ished and complete corsorete portals available.

; SHORT-TERM BUSINESS IMPACY 7/ Current
Plumtree sites should prepare to move to Version 4.0, which strengthens the prod-
uct in critical areas. Companies previously turned off by the pariai sreliance on
ASP may want to give it 2 second look. ; :

LONG-TERM BUSIKESS IMPACY //
Vendors of corporate portals, more than mak-
ers of most other product types, need to keep
their products current with new standards and
take advantage of emerging technologies. Cor-
porate Portal's eHectiveness will rise or fall with
Plumiree’s success at enabling its product to tie to emerging apphcatuons

@ Excelfent integration and community features; improved authentication sup-
port; new core server engine.

&8 Requires two adminisiration environments; runs only on Windows servers; ex-
pensive.

Plumtree Software Inc., 5an Francisco; (415) 26 3-8900; www.plumtree.com
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ortals making progress

B HEN EWEEK LABS PERFORMED AN EVALUATION OF SEVERAL MAJOR
& corporate portal applications earlier this year (see www.eweek.
com/links), several vendors said they would be releasing upgrades
B with significant changes to their products.

Six months have passed, so we decided to check up on the various portal of-
ferings from &Val participants Data Channel Inc., infofmage fnc. and the Sun-
Netscape Alliance (as well as Plumtree Software Inc., whose upgrade isre-
viewed starting on Page 153), to see what has changed and tc
assess the significance of new developments in this space.

One of the most common new features we found is
support for WAP (Wireless Application Protocof) and
handkeld devices. This is a nice development, but we see
it as more of a feature check than anything of real value
right now. Most information delivered on corporate portals
is not well-suited to delivery to WAP-based portable phones.

Several vendors have also improved their products’ features for sharing
content within user communities. We find this to be an interesting step because
it moves portals from being little more than central gateways to company appli-
cations to becoming providers of core functionality. In a way, this change also
puts some portal applications in direct competition with products that tradi-
tionally have been tied into portals, such as Lotus Development Corp.'s Notes.

The preducts that we losked at also have been enhanced for improved scal-
ability and performance. This is an obvious progression because the vendors
are probably working to satisfy clients that want to expand their implementa-
tions bevond the scope anticipated by the vendeors.

In the accompanying review of Plumtree Software's Corporate Portal 4.0,
we noted several new features designed to increase stability and integration
and to enable more communily features for portal users. Similar capabilities
are also being added to competing products.

Later this vear, Infoimage plans to launch Freedom 3, which is expected to
be more scalable than Freedom 2, have better data integration and support
user communities. Like every rival, Infolmage is also adding support for WAP
and content delivery to non-PC devices in Freedem 3.

Although they haven't shipped major new releases of their portals, both Data
Channel and the Sun-Netscape Alliance have upgraded their products to ad-
drass weaknesses and add features. Version 4.1 of the Data Channel Server adds
reporting, improved content linking, better personalization and full search op-
tions. It includes support for non-PC devices and features improved stabiiity. The
Sun-Netscape Alliance has completed the integration of its iPlanet Portal Server
with GrapeVine Technologies Inc.s Compass Server, addressing the major con-
tent indexing holes that hampered the original release of iPlanet Portal Server,

Otther portai vendors expected to ship new releases in the near future in-
clude Hummingbird Lid. and Epicentric inc. —JR.
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JOHN TASCHEK: WIDE ANGLE

i T WAS A FRIGHTENING PROSPECT, BUT EWEEK AND SECURITY

company Guardent (guardent.com) finally brought the hack-
® ing (that is, computer enthusiast} community together with

vendors and users in one room. The intent of this meeting was

to initiate work on a best practice for how security expleits

should be released to computer vendors and the public.

We called this the Vulnerability
Summit (vulnerabilitysummit.org),
and given the highly entertaining and
sometimes caustic nature of the re-
sponses to my earlier columm onit (see
www.eweek.com links), it was high
time for such an event.

I suppose things could have gotten
ugly. Fortunately for all of us, everyone
maintained a professional attitude, and
though there was more than a full
day's worth of lively discussion, every-
one seemed to have the same goal—
safer computing. The other reason war
didet break out was that none of the at-
tendees showboated, and all maintained
mutual respect for one ancther.

There are, unfortunately, obstacies
to everything. One thing that surfaced
atthe summit was the possibility that—
as hizarre as it sounds—corporate man-

PLUMTREEfrom Page 163

separate Content Manager, a Windows
application. We'd like to see Plumtree
make all administration functions ac-
cessible in the browser interface.

Two excellent new features increase
a company’s ability to tie a portal to
partners’ portals and other portals with-
in a large enterprise. With the Feder-
ated portal feature, we could link our
portal to others, making it possible o
share content and enabling users to
perform searches across several por-
tals. With the Syndication feature, we
could share content and gadgets with
other portals, making it possible, for
example, for a business partner to in-
corporate another company's inventory
data iuto its portal.

Added value

ANOTHER NEW FEATURE ELEVATES COR-
porate Portal from being a simiple gate-
way to busincss applications to being
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agement was a bigger threat to secu-
rity than the big, bad hackers {as in at-
tackers) of the world.

The reasons are simple and ap-
palling: Corporate management un-
derstands profits better than it under-
stands the importance of a secure
environment. Corporate managerment
has always been preoccupied with risk
management. The execs are always ask-
ing themselves how much damage their
companies could sustain without dras-
tically affecting the bottom line. The less
cynical among us (Pollyannas!) call this
the cost-benefit analysis.

In the past, this sliding scale of
profit vs. quality assurance may have
been useful. But there are buffoons in
every company, and theyre the same
ones who came to the conclusion that
it was cheaper to settle lawsuits than it

a provider of core business function-
ality. The new Communities feature
enabled us to create forum areas for
workgroups in our business, allowing
them to share content and threaded
discussions and to manage tasks.

Plumtree has also addressed the
problem of getting people to use 2 por-
tal through the new Invitations fea-
ture, which makes it possible to cre-
ate a special mail link that can be
sent to users {see screen). When they
click the link, they are logged in to
the portal with a preconfigured user
profile.

Plumtree has taken several of these
new features and used them to create
the SupportNet, essentially a portal
for Plumtree users that provides in-
formation, support and access to
other users in the Plumtree commu-
nity.

For everyday users of the portal,
Plumtree has added new features to
the interface. One of the best of these

was toredesign the gas tank on the Ford
Pinto to another location.

But we’re now coming to the point
where this buffoonery is impacting the
safety of our indusiry. At the surnmit,
[ heard stories of how top financial in-
stitutions resisted installing known
patches onto their firewalls, even though
serious security holes—and their ap-
propriate fixes—had been disclosed
months before. Why? Managers believed
that the cost of installing the fix out-
weighed its benefit.

It's the IT manager’s job to alert

MANAGERS UNDERSTAND PROFITS
BETTER THAN THEY UNDERSTAND
THE IMPORTANCE OF SECURITY.

management about security issues. But
management might ignore the alert,
egpecially if computer systems have
to be downed, or—egad!—if the pur-
chase of ncw software is involved.

In a way, T can't blame the buf-
foons for their thinking. We hear sto-
ries all the time about how simple hard-
ware installations have downed Web
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sites, such as eTrade, for days. We see
messages on supposedly 24-by-7 Web
sites that say they'll be down for main-
tenance between 2 and 4 a.m.

These are big problems indeed.
Yet they are nothing compared with
the impact of not securing a network.
There are whole new breeds of attacks
out there. We only hear about a frac-
tion of the exploits. The biggest and
most dangerous attacks are hidden
from the general public and corporate
management.

Eventually, however, we'll see a rise
in online organized
crime—it’s only natur-
al—and muchmore dan-
gerous attack methods.
This could be disastrous
for the company that
places short-term profits
over long-term security policies. Tt will
be even more disastrous when lawyers
convince Congress that companies
should be liable for computer security
negligence. €

How does your management deal with
security? Write me at john_toschek@
ziffdavis.com.

Piyrntres Portal 1 lnyitations @ Sending an Invitation

Hars you can generate & fink for the recipients of this Invitation to foliow.

# of lnviatiamafsﬂ :

Te send this Invitaior, just pasts the following text ints an ernail:

Welcome jrapozsl

Expirstion Deta:’“/gfzﬂm

1 ol ke to invite vou to visit the eWeek Labs partal, To :j
iag in, just follow this "
URL: Jisbsportai/admin/createuserl. asp?
iseriD=28]nviteHEMAXHATLBQYV From thers, you'll be
guided through the rest of the process, i

Corporate Portal's Invitations feature makes it easy o get users to visit a portal.

enables users to define muitiple per-
sonalized pages. This makes it possi-
ble to organize and lay out comntent dif-
ferently for pages dedicated to different

content areas and projecis.

East Coast Technical Director fim Rapoza
is at jim_rapoza@ziffdavis.com.
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