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This year the Visual FoxPro DevCon was held in Palm Springs, California USA. As usually the organizers had picked a beautiful hotel, making it a pleasure to go there. According to tradition Microsoft used the DevCon as a place to show us some of the new features for the next version of Visual FoxPro, code name Europa. Besides a lot of information about Visual FoxPro there was a considerable amount of information about .NET and it’s future. That said there was much less of a push from Microsoft to switch to the .NET platform than there was during some of the previous DevCon’s.

During the keynotes there was a presentation of new features in Europa, the next version of Visual FoxPro. The main new feature is the reporting engine, something that has been requested often and is finally provided. A summary of the new features:

· Reports will be object based during execution.

· There will be an open architecture so enhancements and modifications are possible through either self developed classes or third party tools.

· Reports can be chained, not just when printing but also during a print preview

· Enhanced support for international fonts by providing a FontCharSet property similar to the one provided by the form and other controls.

· The ability to save the reports data environment in a class and being able to load the data environment from a class again.

· The ability to protect elements on reports. This gives a developer the possibility to have the end user modify the report without being able to change part or all of the original report. Possible protection levels are: not able to edit an element, not able to delete an element or that the element isn’t even visible in the designer.

· The current FRX structure remains in use so old reports will continue to work as they do.

· The ability to create builders to edit controls.

· New export options like XML and HTML.

Besides this major change to the reporting engine there are a number of other additions and enhancements. Here is a summary:

· The indication in the code editor that the current line has an invalid syntax. Code is compiled in the background and the color scheme in the editor changes if a syntax error is detected.

· Anchoring of controls similar to the way .NET provides this. A control can be anchored to the edges of a form. When the user resizes the form the control will be resized of/and moved along with the form.

· Labels controls can be rotated and placed at an angle across the form.

· Docking of all forms. During the docking and undocking events will be triggered in the same way as by a toolbar. Custom form objects can be docked with native Visual FoxPro forms.

· The ControlSource of a ListBox control can point to a Collection object.

· The ListBox control gets the option to hide the vertical scrollbar when all elements are visible.

· More control over the alignment of pictures and checkmarks with the CommandButton and CheckBox controls.

· The ability to create custom property builders to change the value of both standard and user defined properties. When this is used a button appears after the textbox where you enter the property value. This can be configured in the class itself or using the FoxCode table.

· The class browser gains the ability to show PRG based classes as well as VCX based classes.

· When adding a new property to a class the add property dialog gets a default value textbox so we don’t have to go to the property sheet straight away and enter it there.

· An ICASE() function to replace nested IIF() calls.

· Many of the restrictions in the SQL support will be lifted. There will also be additions to the SQL language to make it more ANSI compliant.

· The maximum size of an array is no longer 65000 elements but is only limited by the amount of available memory.

· A CAST() function to change variable data type. For example to change a memo field to a 100 wide character field or from an integer to a Boolean value.

· A Varchar field type. This field will still be fixed size in the database but the field is always trimmed when read.

· Expanded support for GDI+ drawing.

· A binary index for index tags with a Boolean value. According to performance tests this can be up to 30 times faster over a network.

One of the most frequently asked questions about Visual FoxPro 8 was if and when a service pack was to be expected. According to the Microsoft developers there is no reason to build one yet. The number of known new bugs was low and there are no critical bugs.

As was to be expected there was considerable attention to the just released Visual Studio.NET 2003 and the next version of Visual Studio.NET, code name Whidbey, was shown. The most striking new features here were a number of wizards and builders that help the developer to create a data aware form in a way that is very similar to Visual FoxPro. There are options to add a grid or individual controls and there is a navigation container with the usual previous, next, save, delete, etc. buttons.

Another new item was a short demo of the integration of Visual Studio.NET with Office 2003. This version of office comes with the .NET runtime and allows the developer to use VB.NET or C# to make Excel or Word integrated modules.

There were a large number of sessions with much technical information. Besides the expected sessions about Visual FoxPro there were sessions about SQL Server, InstallShield and of course about .NET development, with and without Visual FoxPro. A number of the speakers that gave sessions will also be present in Frankfurt, Germany in November. Ken Levy, Visual FoxPro product manager, will be there to do the keynote presentation. Besides Ken Levy Rick Strahl and Kevin McNeish will repeat their sessions. Another speaker in Frankfurt will be Jeb Long, one of the people who was involved in the original version of dBase. During last years DevCon he amused the audience for hours with his anecdotes about the origin and history of dBase and FoxBase/FoxPro.
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