Rolfe and Nolan FIXML Development
What approach did Rolfe and Nolan use?
We took a dual-track approach to enhancing our systems to handle FIXML interfaces.  The first track is based on Merlin, our next generation software that will ultimately replace RISC and RANsys.   A new module within the Merlin framework, Merlin Exchange Links, is being built to handle FIXML for the U.S. exchanges as well as other non-FIXML exchange interfaces such as the Eurex and LCH API’s.

The basic design concept of Merlin is the ability to run on a variety of hardware platforms, including the AS/400, so that firms’ hardware investment is preserved.  Merlin Exchange Links is written in Java and designed to run in a J2EE environment under WebSphere.  The existing Merlin modules make extensive use of MQ queues and XML, so the extension of the Merlin architecture to handle FIXML seemed a natural fit. 

The second development track we undertook was to write another FIXML interface in ‘native’ 3GL languages such as COBOL and RPG .  In this project,  no Java programming or parser utilities are being used. Incoming FIXML messages are examined with standard programming techniques, and trade messages are created in an intermediate format for import into existing applications.  A similar process is employed for outbound FIXML messages.

The reason we undertook this approach was to use the ‘native’ version as a performance benchmark for the Merlin version.  FIXML by its nature employs messages that are considerably longer that flat files.  Also, WebSphere is known to require tuning to obtain optimum performance on many platforms. By establishing a performance threshold for handling FIXML in the native version , we could assure ourselves that we were obtaining reasonable performance from the Exchange Links version.

In hindsight, might have we done this differently?
We really won’t know the answer to that until we’re farther into the project, and have had a chance to review the design and development process.  

What is our current status?
We are in the process of rolling out the first phase of the project to our Bureau and in-house clientele; this phase handles PCS and Trade Register processing for the CME, and we are targeting this to be complete by the end of April. Both native and Merlin versions are being employed.  

Review and testing of the next phase - APS, SLEDS and EFPs at the CME - is in progess.  We are also looking at the trade message samples provided by OCC and Nymex. We are, of course, dependent upon the implementation schedules provided by the exchanges.

We are also seeing other industry requirements emerge for XML usage in data interfaces; these include -

- Revenue Canada year-end data submission files

- FSA transaction reporting 

- CLS  (an FX confirmation and settlement facility)

- SPAN files in XML format

The results of our experience with FIXML will help guide our development efforts in creating interfaces for these entities.

What issues have we encountered?
Some slippage of schedules by the exchanges, but this is to be expected when working with new technology.  FPL contributed to this by asking for changes to the business model for allocations and claims after the messages had already been defined; however, a methodical approach to developing a standard that all exchanges can accommodate  is preferable to a rushed project where we end up with multiple versions of a single standard.

What would we like to see from IT industry/exchanges moving forward?
Plenty of sample trade messages for all possible trade scenarios from the exchanges, and documentation that covers the definition and use of each message attribute.  Robust test facilities, and a phase-in approach that allows firms to cut over individually.   Consistent use of the message attributes and structure across all exchanges.

Is there a payoff to using FIXML as an industry standard?
While there is considerable investment upfront in deploying new technology, we believe the payoff will be considerable in the long term.  We expect the implementation for each successive exchange to be easier as the project moves along, since all exchanges are writing to the same standard.   As exchanges develop new products and services,  the impact on back offices and vendors will be largely confined to the basic processing modules, and not the interfaces.  This will provide more smoother transitions for the implementation of these projects, and make it easier for new exchanges to join the industry, with an existing standard that they can be expected to write to.  

What can the FIA do to help ease the transition?
To continue to encourage those exchanges that have not yet committed to FIXML to convert to this method.  We know that foreign exchanges are more reluctant to go this route, so the FIA should work with international standards organizations to encourage participation in the standard.

