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Background

When Microsoft acquired FoxPro from Fox Software there was enormous speculation that they had only done so in order to ‘Kill’ FoxPro.  In the past few years, this speculation has been shown to be precisely that, “speculation”.  Microsoft have spent enormous amounts of time, and money, developing the FoxPro product from its Version 2.0 ‘xBase and pseudo Windows’ state into a fully integrated Windows product.  (The development of Visual FoxPro alone is reported to have cost in the region of $200 Million!).  Even Microsoft cannot afford to invest on this scale unless they have a long term plan for the product.  So what sort of long term plan have Microsoft disclosed for FoxPro?

There is no great secret here.  Microsoft have always stated that their long term goal is to have a fully  integrated development environment which will allow developers free access to functionality irrespective of the source ‘product’ in which that functionality is defined.  They have been, in successive generations of their PC products, moving steadily closer to this goal.  So where are we now?

Microsoft classify their general PC products into three main groups as follows:

	Office Products
	Word

	
	PowerPoint

	
	Excel

	
	Access

	Databases and Languages
	Visual C++

	
	Visual Basic

	
	FoxPro

	
	Visual FoxPro

	Operating Systems
	Windows 3.x

	
	Windows95

	
	Windows NT

	
	MS DOS


The basic strategy has always been to provide end user functionality within an ‘Office Product’ and to provide the means of developing an ‘Application’ by using an appropriate language to link product based functionality together.  The result has been a huge market for Visual Basic which is the fundamental ‘glue’ for linking Office Products together.  It is important to recognise that Visual Basic does NOT have any significant functionality in its own right - it provides the basic tools for handling the Windows Environment and for calling functionality which is native to other products but apart from that, what does Visual Basic do? It’s not a database, nor a word processor or spreadsheet, it’s not a presentation package or graphing tool.

FoxPro has always been different.  It has native functionality (it’s an xBase database) in its own right AND has it’s own development language as well.  In short, you could regard FoxPro as the equivalent of Visual Basic + Access in a single product.  Therefore it has never sat comfortably within the Microsoft strategic environment.

The Future of xBase

The key question is not so much ‘whither FoxPro?’ rather it is ‘whither the xBase language?’.  To put this into perspective consider what the xBase language actually is.  Essentially it is a 16-Bit, DOS based, procedural (‘Declarative’) language which relies on a set of commands to explicitly manage the interaction between user and system.  Thus, for example, in the original products (including FoxBase) based on this language screens were coded as a series of ‘@ x,y SAY/GET’ statements, managed by ‘READ’ commands.  As FoxPro evolved,  tools were introduced to make the creation of such screens easier, but the implementation methodology remained the same - even in FPW V2.6 an SPR program file containing these statements is generated and executed!

This type of  implementation has nothing to do with the Windows operating environment and cannot easily be integrated with it.  Microsoft have tried, but even in FPW 2.6 there are significant problems in running foxpro under Windows.  The product is not a ‘true’ Windows product and cannot be one as long as it based in the xBase implementation methodology.

The conclusion, therefore, is that there is no future for xBase, as an implementation methodology, for Windows based operating systems.  So where does that leave FoxPro?

Visual FoxPro - a Half-Way house?
What Microsoft have done with the release of Visual FoxPro is to implement (and significantly improve!) the xBase Database functionality in a true Windows, Object Oriented, development environment.  Visual FoxPro no longer generates ‘SPR’ files, it has no ‘@ x,y SAY/GET’ or ‘READ’ statements.  However Visual FoxPro 3.0 still maintains the capability to implement all of these things, and much more, even though they are not needed (except for ‘backward compatability’ with xBase).

It is interesting to note that when developing in Visual FoxPro one simply does NOT use the old xBase COMMANDS any longer (except for the purely database related commands like ‘SKIP’) instead one uses, where necessary, various FUNCTIONS which access the database engine and environment.  The result is that Visual FoxPro 3.0 is actually half way between xBase and Windows.  The issue then, is what happens from here?

Visual FoxPro 4.0 - The last xBase Compatible FoxPro?

It would seem logical that as the Object Oriented technology in FoxPro matures, and when ALL the application components that Visual FoxPro provides are fully integrated with that technology (remember, Reports and  Menus in Visual FoxPro 3.0 are NOT Object Oriented) that Foxpro will have no further use for the old xBase-compatible methodology and that it can safely be dropped.  This will happen, I am sure, AFTER Release 4.0.

To say, therefore, that Visual FoxPro 4.0 will be the last release of FoxPro (as we now know it) is eminently reasonable, if rather sensational, and is an accurate re-statement of Microsoft’s already declared intentions - it is however, NOT NEW!

The Future of FoxPro after Release 4.0

Will there be a FoxPro at all, after Release 4.0?  Only Microsoft can answer this question, but if you look at the investment history in FoxPro, and the marketplace, the answer is self evident.  There are essentially three possible markets for FoxPro:

[1]
Stand-Alone/End User, Database Applications

In this market FoxPro competes directly with Access and Visual Basic.  Both Access and Visual Basic  are much easier for the average end-user to work with than FoxPro, and both are already fully integrated into the Windows product family.  OK, neither are Object oriented, and they (and all other Windows Products) use various dialects of the Basic language  (Access Basic # Visual Basic # Word Basic # Excel Basic) but these are, from an End-Users point of view, minor considerations.  FoxPro generally, and Visual FoxPro in particular, is not really designed to compete in this market.

[2]
Full Client-Server Applications

In this market we are moving towards the high end of the programming skill set.  This is not an area in which End Users figure at all - we are talking dedicated developers.  Microsoft regard Client-Server developments as part of an Enterprise Wide solution and therefore have to promote Access and Visual Basic as the front end to Client Server systems because it is the ODBC and OLE technologies, which are integral to both products, which allow them to integrate seamlessly into the overall of the systems environment.  FoxPro, even in Version 3.0, cannot be promoted in this way!

The inclusion of Rushmore in Access has vastly improved that product’s capabilities as a query generator and it’s ad-hoc reporting facilities have always been good.  However, Access still has limitations in terms of its database design and implementation methodology - it is a fully contained database that cannot easily be made available to multiple users and cannot easily share data among multiple applications.  FoxPro, on the other hand has always suffered from restricted OLE capabilities (although its ODBC capability has always been at least as good as Access).  This is now changing.  Visual FoxPro is OLE2 aware and while Visual FoxPro still cannot act as an OLE server, that will change (maybe in Version 4?) and Visual FoxPro will then be a real competitor for Access and Visual Basic as a Client-Server Front End.  It is already more capable than Access in many areas - especially in multi-user capability and data sharing - and this superiority will continue unless the JET engine is completely re-written (very unlikely).

In short, with Visual FoxPro 3.0 the FoxPro product begins to be a serious contender for Client-Server system development, future releases of Visual FoxPro will, certainly, enhance the capabilities in this arena and may allow Microsoft to begin recommending Visual FoxPro as an alternative to the Visual Basic/Access combination in the context of Enterprise Wide computing.

[3]
Multi User Database Applications

These represent, according to the most recent market research, the fastest growing sector of the PC development market.  We are now talking about networked systems (all shapes and sizes) where full Client Server developments are not appropriate.  Access cannot seriously compete in this market because of its fundamental design as a stand-alone, end user database, and Microsoft’s ONLY competitor for Delphi, PowerBuilder, Visual Dbase, Clipper  etc is the FoxPro product range.

The move to 32-Bit architecture in Visual FoxPro is important to secure the long term viability of the product in the Windows environment - and while competitors have not yet followed, they will have to as the benefits of the 32-Bit standard become established in the Corporate environment  - and, remember,  the next generation of hardware that Corporates purchase will be capable of implementing it properly even if today’s hardware isn’t..

No one can convince me that Microsoft are going to walk away from this market, nor that will seriously consider re-developing Access so as to enable it to seriously compete, when they already have a solid niche for that product AND have a ready-made product, with a sound track record in this arena, to hand.  This more than anywhere else,  I believe,  is where the future of FoxPro lies and where we will see Visual FoxPro 4.0, and future releases, targeted.

Conclusion

Yes, Visual FoxPro 4.0 will probably be the last true xBase implementation by FoxPro.

Yes, FoxPro is going to continue to converge (NOT merge!) with the rest of the Microsoft family of products.

Yes, FoxPro is likely to become the ‘Flagship’ tool for multi-user database applications which do not require full client server functionality.

Yes, FoxPro will become a realistic alternative to Visual Basic/Access for all situations other than simple end-user requirements

No, FoxPro is not dead - it’s not even dying. Like Dr Who, it is undergoing metamorphosis and will emerge as a new incarnation which will take the FoxPro name into the 21st Century.
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