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The Internet is about forty years old now. The birth date varies a little, depending on what exact event is taken as the Big Bang of the Internet.
The World Wide Web – WWW – is more recent, and has a more clearly defined birth date: it was first publicly released in 1991 by CERN (W3C, 2000). It makes use of the Internet infrastructure to support an upper layer of information that is exchanged among interconnected computers.
Originally, the information to be exchanged among computers through the WWW was considered for human unmediated consumption. The notion of the Semantic Web is still more recent – although its birth date is also a little fuzzy (Berners-Lee et all, 2001) – and brings to discussion the idea of making the information that populates the WWW also useful for the consumption of computer programs. Based on this view, the contents of the Semantic Web could also be consumed by humans, but now through mediating computer programs. The users of the Semantic Web have access not only to the contents of the WWW, but also of a plethora of services that are offered by specialized programs, which in turn employ as data the information that is published in the WWW.
The Semantic Web opens a wide diversity of possibilities to enlarge the utility of the Internet and the WWW. It also brings with it a multitude of challenges, many of which instigating as well as complex. These are technological challenges – e.g. related to how to encode the information in the WWW so that it can be used as data by programs, and how to engineer the programs that are going to use these data – as well as social challenges – e.g. related to issues such as confidentiality, community formation, creativity, coordinated and collaborative authoring – and economical challenges – e.g. related to intellectual property, globalization and decentralized production.
Recently, the WWW and the Semantic Web have been subject of analysis of many scholars interested in understanding the new trends in social and economical organization (see e.g. (Benkler, 2006, Rundle and Conley, 2007)).
One important point to be considered is the essentially decentralized nature of production for the WWW and the Semantic Web. This includes contents as well as programs to make use of those contents.
In order for decentralized contents and software to be useful for a variety of users, they must follow some sort of standardization, so that some baseline expectations of predictability can be fulfilled, regarding data formatting and semantics.
Strict requirements of compliance with single, monolithic standards, however, do not fit with the decentralized nature of production for the WWW and the Semantic Web. While organizations such as UNESCO have carefully analyzed the issue of human multilingualism and multiculturalism (UNESCO, 2005) – considering as a value to be preserved that communication for and among all can and should occur together with the preservation of local languages and cultural values – the freedom of choice of computer languages, e.g. for codification of data and programs, has been largely overlooked.
A proper balance must be found, broadly speaking, for the coexistence of standards for the codification of data and programs for the WWW and the Semantic Web. Evidently, if we end up with too many standards, the usability and interoperability of data and programs over the Internet will be hindered by the necessity of too many auxiliary tools and intermediate steps to migrate between standards, with potential loss of meaningful information each time a migration occurs.
An authoritarian decision for any particular standard, on the other hand, seems not to be the ideal choice, since it would disregard specific interests and preferences of smaller communities of users that could perhaps be better served by different standards and corresponding formatted data and software.
Different domains and families of applications, together with their corresponding data may have different ideal points of equilibrium for the number and diversity of standards. Highly technical domains, whose users are not so many and relatively homogeneous in background, activities and goals – e.g. CAD data and programs for aero spatial design – may abide more easily by a single standard. Widespread domains, such as general purpose document production as considered by the so called Office Suite families of software applications, may not only accept but prefer or even require more than one standard.
The reasons to prefer more than one standard may have different motivations:

· certain standards may enable more easily the development of software and corresponding data best suited to attend specific interests of a group of users;
· certain standards may be perceived as more reliable than others by a group of users – regardless of effectively being more reliable – e.g. because they have been proposed or supported by a company which is considered particularly reliable and supportive by those users;

· certain standards may be adopted by a group of users as the means to strengthen the identity of that group;
· certain standards may be adopted by an individual user simply because there is a low cost (or cost-free) software application that is compliant with it.
There is an ongoing discussion about standards for document formatting for Office Suite software applications. Essentially, there are two open standards struggling for acceptance:

1. The OpenDocument Format – ODF – owned by OASIS (Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards – http://www.oasis-open.org), which is a non-profit international consortium counting on about six hundred organizations. Two prominent companies that support OASIS are IBM and Sun Microsystems Inc. The OpenDocument Format is based on the data formats developed for the OpenOffice Office Suite, which is an open source project based on a previously existing product named StarOffice, presently owned by Sun Microsystems Inc. The OpenDocument Format is accredited by the International Organization for Standardization – ISO (http://www.iso.org).

2. The Office Open XML – OOXML – initially proposed by Microsoft Corporation, and adopted by that company in its latest release of Microsoft Office. The Office Open XML standard is accredited by ECMA International (http://www.ecma-international.org) and is under evaluation to be accredited by ISO.
A completely neutral and generic standard for data formatting that would also enable effective manipulation through software applications and admit a reasonably sized documentation seems rather utopian. The more likely attainable situation is that of having standards that explore better specific features of software applications that can be found in specific products, or that attend more effectively the requirements of specific groups of users. This is indeed the case of both standards referred to above, together with their corresponding originating application suites.
The most advantageous situation, from the standpoint of users of Office Suite software applications, is the peaceful coexistence of at least these two standards. A pre-requisite for such peaceful coexistence is the construction of software tools to support the translation between standards as effectively and as transparently as possible. With that, it is likely that the most technically accomplished users are going to use more than one Office Suite at once, switching between software applications depending on what specific functionalities they need to optimize.
It is essentially unavoidable that, standardizations apart, different groups of users are going to continue to use different Office Suites. As a consequence, organizations which are interested in maximizing the accessibility and the usability of their data through the WWW and the Semantic Web should embrace both standards. These organizations are the ones responsible for the development of the upper layer of domain specific data formatting standards, such as e.g. the Extensible Business Reporting Language XBRL (http://www.xbrl.org) for business and financial data, the Health Level 7 Reference Information Model HL7 RIM (http://www.hl7.org) for healthcare and clinical data, the British Electronic Government Interoperability Framework e-GIF (http://www.govtalk.gov.uk) and the Open Standards for Geographical Information Systems OpenGIS (http://www.opengeospatial.org), to name a few.
The utility of such domain specific data formatting standards depends directly upon how effectively they accept and take into account different de facto document formatting standards, such as specifically ODF and OOXML. In all mentioned cases, and in the vast majority of similar cases, it is at the interest of the information providers that the information they feed to the WWW and the Semantic Web is made available to the widest possible range of users and customers.

The proposition that users and providers of information stored in the WWW and the Semantic Web must choose one document formatting standard to the detriment of another does not seem to be the best choice from their own standpoint. It is certainly of interest for the providers of Office Suites that one or another standard is abandoned, and it seems natural that the providers and vendors of one Office Suite highlight the qualities of their Suite and corresponding data formatting standard, while ignore their weak points. This is natural behavior, although not completely adequate to clarify the users and providers of information so that they can make best informed decisions.
In the specific case of standards to format data for Office Suites, it seems that the most advantageous alternative for those interested in producing as well as consuming documents the most effective way is to foster the coexistence of a controlled plurality of standards, with their corresponding development of appropriate tools for seamless migration between standards.
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