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Note: The key recommendations of this document are summarized in Section 3, 
with full technical specifications in Section 4.  The preceding sections provide 
background and context for this guidance. 
 

1 Introduction 
As indicated in the XML Design Rules and Conventions for the Environmental Information 
Exchange Network (DRC)1 rule SD4-13, all Exchange Network (EN) “data centric” schemas 
must declare a target namespace.  However, namespace implementation remains a controversial 
topic in the XML community at large, and the current EN XML Registry confirms that several 
naming conventions are in use now (see Appendix 1). 
 
These recommendations provide developers with guidance on selecting and organizing 
namespaces for their EN schema.  These recommendations are intended to bring predictability to 
developers and users, and to resolve known points of confusion and implementation problems. 
They should be implemented as the “standard Network approach” unless superseded by 
documented, flow-specific requirements.  These recommendations will stand until broader 
governmental and industry namespace best practices are developed, proven, and then adopted by 
the EN governance.   
 
Recommendations provided here apply to current and future schema development. Additional 
guidance has been developed for XML instance file creation.  Few schemas in the Registry are 
currently conformant to the recommendations outlined in this document.  Schema developers 
should update the namespaces of existing schemas consistent with current recommendations at 
their next business-driven revision cycle.   
 
Certain aspects of the present guidance are in conflict with existing EN documentation.  In each 
of these cases, this document supersedes older recommendations.  See Appendix 2 for details. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 The XML Design Rules and Conventions for the Environmental Information Exchange Network can be accessed 
through the EN website at http://www.exchangenetwork.net/dev_schema/.  Note that the DRC will likely be revised 
to be made consistent with these namespace recommendations and additional developer feedback. 
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2 EN Namespace Background 

2.1 XML Namespaces  
An XML namespace is a collection of names, identified by a URI reference (i.e., either a URL 
or a URN)2, which are used in instance files as element types and attribute names. The 
targetNamespace attribute is required for EN schemas.  An example target namespace 
declaration: 
 
<xsd:schema xmlns:xsd="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema" 
  targetNamespace="http://mydomain.org/schema/medical/1_0/"> 
 

Instance files can indicate which namespace a given tag name is being drawn from through the 
use of a two-part naming convention, where a prefix selects the namespace.  In the example 
below, the element type glasses is drawn from the namespace associated with the namespace 
prefix med. 
 

<med:glasses>...</med:glasses> 
 
In order to use a namespace prefix, as in the example above, instance files must declare a 
namespace: 
 
<x xmlns:med='http://mydomain.org/schema/medical'> 

<med:glasses>...</med:glasses> 
</x> 
 
The xmlns attribute allows the instance file author to bind a namespace prefix to a namespace 
(identified here by a URL).  Namespace prefixes give unique pointers, and sometimes human 
readable hints, to the origin of the tags (e.g. indicating their affiliation with the EN and a given 
program).  In the example given, the med prefix loosely conveys that the glasses name is drawn 
from a schema governing XML representations of medical information.  More importantly, 
namespace prefixes allow the same name from multiple namespaces to be used in a single 
instance file.  In the following example, two element types with the same name are used, but 
ambiguity is avoided through the use of namespace qualified names: 
 
<dossier  

xmlns:med='http://mydomain.org/schema/medical' 
xmlns:obj='http://mydomain.org/schema/objects'> 
... 
<med:glasses>wears graduated bifocal lenses</med:glasses> 
<obj:glasses>owns 6 fine crystal wine glasses</obj:glasses> 
... 

</dossier> 

 
For more information, please refer to the W3C.3 

                                                
2 The acronyms URI, URL, and URN stand for, respectively, Uniform Resource Identifier, Uniform Resource 
Locator, and Uniform Resource Name.  See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uniform_Resource_Identifier for 
definitions of these terms. 
3 See “Namespaces in XML” at http://www.w3.org/TR/REC-xml-names/#sec-intro. 
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2.2 Namespace Naming: URL vs. URN 
Two patterns have emerged in the developer community for namespace identification: Uniform 
Resource Name (URN) formatted namespaces and Uniform Resource Locator (URL) formatted 
namespaces. URNs were designed to be “persistent, location-independent, resource identifiers.”4  
URNs are syntactically formatted starting with the top level domain and are separated by colons.  
URNs can be formally registered with the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (IANA).  
Formal registration with IANA can permit a compliant application to resolve a URN to an 
internet location.  URLs are familiar to most internet users.  They are designed to convey a 
unique human-readable name as well as a machine-resolvable internet location for applications. 
 
Debate over the use of URL versus URN for the “naming” of namespaces is ongoing in the XML 
developer community.  Even among EN developers there is no agreement on a single preferred 
approach. URN formatted names (as in urn:us:net:exchangenetwork:…) were required in the 
original DRC but not widely implemented.5  URL formatted names (as in 
http://www.exchangenetwork.net/...) share a similar format to URN names, but may also support 
the location of resources on the Internet. 
 
The W3C XML 1.1 standard is ambiguous regarding the use of URNs or URLs.6  While the 
W3C does recommend that namespaces be unique and persistent, compliance with the W3C 
XML 1.1 standard does not require namespaces to support direct schema retrieval. 
 
Given that the W3C does not make a clear recommendation in this area, and the lack of 
consensus in usage on the EN, the Network Operations Board (NOB) elected to “not let the 
perfect be the enemy of the good” and to establish one EN approach to namespace construction, 
rather than to allow the current proliferation of approaches to continue. 

 
As schemas and their tags continue to proliferate, the consistent use of namespaces on the EN 
will become increasingly more important. Given the immaturity of both the underlying 
conventions and our experience with them, these recommendations seek to balance several, 
sometimes competing, goals: 

•  Provide a means for uniquely identifying individual XML constructs used across the EN; 
•  Begin using Namespaces to manage XML constructs intended for Network-wide re-use.  
•  Manage the customizations/modifications of existing XML tag sets when they are 

deployed in other flows; 
•  Give developers and users simple guidance on namespace construction to avoid naming 

conflicts and confusion. 
 

                                                
4 Moats, R. “URN Syntax” http://www.ietf.org/rfc/rfc2141.txt. 
5 See http://www.exchangenetwork.net/dev_schema/xml_drc_section2.pdf page 29 and Appendix 1 for 
implementation information. 
6 http://www.w3.org/TR/xml-names11/#dt-NSName. 
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2.3 Decision to Recommend URL Formatted Namespaces for the EN 
The ability to resolve URL formatted names is seen as a major advantage by some because it can 
provide users and applications with a standardized way of naming and locating schemas.  Out of 
deference to both past practice and a lack of consensus in larger standards/developer settings, the 
proposal to allow both URN and URL formatted namespaces was strongly considered but, in the 
end, rejected as needlessly complex.  URLs are familiar to most Internet users and their presence 
in a namespace implies a human-readable name and a physical location.  Interested readers can 
do a web search on “namespace URL URN” for more information.  
 
Standardizing on URL formatted namespaces is recommended for the following reasons: 

•  URL formatted namespaces are simple and intuitive to internet users and developers 
•  URL formatted namespaces meet requirements set out by the W3C: 

o By their nature, URLs refer to a unique internet location 
o Within the scope of the EN, URLs pointing to 

http://www.exchangenetwork.net/schema will be persistent 
•  Namespaces will be unique to flows determined by the inherent structure of the 

repository 
•  URL namespace resolution is universally supported by all web applications: 

o Secondary registration is not required with IANA, reducing administrative 
overhead 

o On-the-spot resolution prevents naming errors – users get instantaneous feedback 
if they misspell a namespace by accessing the URL as a hyperlink 

•  The ability to resolve namespaces to a network location within the EN repository 
supports other EN priority initiatives, including: 

o Schema management and versioning 
o Improving the Schema Repository 

•  Standardized implementation of URL formatted namespaces supports future development 
initiatives based upon resolution of namespaces (e.g. RDDL7) 

                                                
7 See http://www.rddl.org/  
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3 EN Namespace Recommendations 
The new standard for EN namespaces proposed in this document is summarized by the following 
three recommendations: 
 
Recommendation 1: Namespaces on the EN will be URL formatted following the specifications 
outlined in section 4.1.2 “Namespace Construction.” 
 
Recommendation 2: Version information is required in all EN namespaces.  Accordingly, 
versioning of schema themselves must be strictly enforced. 
 
Recommendation 3: When declaring EN namespaces in instance files, the use of the 
xsi:schemaLocation is optional.  This tag can serve a subsidiary function for specifying 
schema against which instances can be validated.  Further specifications are outlined in section 
4.2.1. 
 

 

 
























