
Reefknot : A Calendaring
Toolkit in Perl

Kirrily "Skud" Robert
e-smith, inc.

1. The desperate need for open source
calendaring tools

Linux or otheropensourceoperatingsystemscanlargely replaceproprietarysystems
asnetwork or file sharingservers.Many businessesusethemfor thispurpose.
However, thereis onenetwork serviceprovidedunderWindowsNT with whichopen
sourcesolutionscannotcompete:calendaringandworkflow.

Microsoft Exchangeis amail andgroupwareserver for WindowsNT. Thepreferred
client for connectingto it is Microsoft Outlook.Together, they provideasuiteof
groupware/workflow toolswhichmany businessesfind essentialto their smooth
running.

Theproblemis thatExchange/Outlookcalendaring(& etc.)aretightly coupledto the
Exchangemail server, theIIS webserver, andWindows itself. Thismeansthatopen
sourcesoftwaremustbeableto replaceall of themin orderto beaccepted.A proposed
solutionwhich uses(for instance)Linux or BSD,Apache,andSendmailwill befound
unsuitablebecauseit doesnotsupportcalendaring.Sinceall theotherMicrosoft
softwareis requiredto supportcalendaringanyway, Microsoft-runningbusinessessee
no needto replaceany of it.

It is not theintentof this whitepaperto discusswhy onewouldwantto replaceNT
with Linux or BSD, IIS with Apache,or Exchangemail serverwith sendmail,postfix,
qmail,or whatever. It is assumedthatthereaderunderstandstherelativecosts,benefits,
andproblemsof each.Wewill, therefore,assumethatreplacinganall-Microsoft
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environmentis consideredadesirableoutcome.

A numberof efforts havebegunto addresstheneedfor openstandardsandsoftwarefor
calendaringandworkflow. Foremostamongtheseis theIETF standards-track
documentfor calendaring,RFC2445,whichdescribesacoreobjectspecificationfor
InternetCalendaringandScheduling.Thisspecificationis referredto as"iCalendar".

At thetimeof writing, thereis onereferenceimplementationof theiCalendar
specification.In orderfor iCalendarto becomeanactualstandard(as,for instance,
TCP/IPis) thereneedto beat leasttwo independentreferenceimplementationsof the
specification.

Theofficial standardisationof RFC2445/iCalendar(andsubsequentpressureon
softwarehousesto supportthestandard)is not theonly benefitof developinganother
iCalendarimplementation.More iCalendarimplementationswill:

• helpus(thedevelopmentcommunity)refineour understandingof calendaring
systemsandimprovetheavailabletechnologies

• providewiderchoicefor users

• promotehybridvigourby cross-fertilizationof ideasbetweenprojects

• provideabasefor projectmanagementsystems(anothermuch-neededareaof
softwarein theopensourcearena)

2. The toolkit approach
TheReefknotprojecthasdecidedto takea "toolkit" approachto developing
iCalendar-compliantsoftware.Thatis, wehopeto developasetof toolsandlibraries
which make it easyfor peopleto developiCalendarsoftware.Wehopethatthis will
helprapidlymultiply thenumberof calendaringtoolsandsystemsavailable,giving
usersevengreaterchoiceandletting usfurtherreapthebenefitsoutlinedabove.

It is our hopethattheReefknottoolkit will allow acompetentdeveloperto put together
simple,interoperablecalendaringtoolsin only a few linesof code.
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Thebuzzword list:

• interoperability

• platformindependence

• standardscompliance

• componentarchitecture

• fastdevelopmentof customapplications

3. Why Perl?
Theinitial choiceof Perlasadevelopmentlanguagewasbasedon theearly
developmentteam’s familiarity with thelanguage.However, westronglybelievethat
this choicestandsup well on thebasisof functionality, not just personalbias.

• Perlis widely andfreely availablefor many platforms

• BasiciCalendarlibrariesalreadyexist for Perl

• Perlis oneof theforemostlanguagesfor Internetdevelopment.Modulesexist for
mostnetwork protocolsandmany client/serversystemsarewritten in Perl

• Perlis ideally suitedto manipulatingtextualdata;iCalendardatais textual

• Perlis well suitedto applicationdevelopment.CPAN modulesexist for:

• CGI developmentfor theWorld WideWeb

• X11 GUI development(Gtk)

• Windowsdevelopment

• Databaseconnectivity (abstractedthroughtheDBI interface)
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• Perlis known to a largenumberof programmersandis easyto learn.Even
inexperiencedPerlprogrammersshouldbeableto build Reefknotapplicationswith
little difficulty.

Otherlanguagessuggestedfor this projectincludeC, C++,Java,andPython.While we
recognisethebenefitsof theselanguagesanddo not intendto suggestthatthey cannot
fulfil thefeatureslistedabove,weknow thatwe (thecoreprojectteam)will geta
workingsystemout thedoorfasterin Perlthanin any otherlanguage.If otherswish to
build on ourdesignto implementReefknot-like toolkits in otherlanguages,we
encouragethemandwill assistthemin any waypossible.

4. Immediate plans
As of theendof November2000,wehopeto begin on thefollowing tasks:

• investigatethecurrentstateof theart by examiningasmany existingcalendaring
systemsaswecangetour handson

• seekout realend-users(notnecessarilydevelopers)to tell uswhatthey really want
in acalendaringsystem

• liaisecloselywith theiCalendarworkinggroup

• liaisecloselywith otheractiveopensourcecalendaringprojects,suchasEvolution

• developanarchitecturaldesignfor Reefknot

• begin work on Perlmodulesforming thebaseof theReefknottoolkit

• begin work on applicationsbasedon theReefknottoolkit

It is hopedthatwithin 6-12monthswewill beableto releaseastabletoolkit and
sampleapplicationsbuilt with thetoolkit. Theseapplicationsshouldprovidesufficient
featuresto begin to competewith existingcalendaringsystems.
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5. Future directions
Onedirectionwhich is of particularinterestto usandto many of thepeoplewe’ve
spokento is projectmanagement,anotherapplicationfield in which thereis no
prominentopensourcecandidate.

To thebestof our knowledge,thereis not currentlyastandardor specificationfor
handlingprojectmanagementdata.It seemslikely thatwewill have to developthis
specificationif wechooseto extendReefknotalongtheselines.

Someusershaveexpressedadesirefor integratedcontactmanagement,asexemplified
by theWindowsapplication"ACT". This is anotherareawhichwill probablywarrant
furtherinvestigationanddevelopment.

Wehopethatthird partieswill build upontheReefknotprojectto extendits utility into
otherlanguagesor to createcustomapplications.Weseepotentialfor awide rangeof
calendarbackendsandservers(Oracle,MySQL, LDAP, HTTP, SMTP, WAP...) and
clients(WWW, X11, Windows,email,PalmPilot...),andwill beencouragingothersto
developthese.

6. References and contact

Reefknotwebsite

http://reefknot.sourceforge.net/

RFC2445(iCalendar)

http://www.ietf.org/rfc/rfc2445.txt

Perl

http://www.perl.com/
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