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Chris Wilson, group program manager of the Internet Explorer technology platform at Microsoft, spoke at the @media 2006 event in detail about the progress that has been made with the development of Internet Explorer 7 and what we can expect in the future after the five year break we’ve seen in Microsoft’s commitment to developing web technologies.

The development of IE7 has been targeted on three key goals, user interface, security and trust, and the web development platform.

User interface

Internet Explorer 7 aims to give the user more control over their browsing experience, and aside from reduced to a streamlined user interface that many users are becoming accustomed to now also incorporates many other aids to usability.

Tabbed browsing

Improved search
Similar to search boxes appearing in all modern browsers, Internet Explorer 7 now boasts a small and accessible search bar on its chrome (user interface) with multiple search sources that the user can choose from.

The user can also add their own favourite search engine, or using OpenSearch technology service providers can now allow their users to integrate search of their site directly with Internet Explorer 7.
RSS Support

Feed discovery is now supported natively, with a default RSS view that transforms your RSS feeds into something presentable rather than just viewing the raw RSS/XML as Internet Explorer 6 did.

Users may also sort and group their favourite RSS feeds with an inbuilt feed aggregator.

Improved printing support and options
Page zoom

Security and trust

Though a few of the new security enhancements that Internet Explorer 7 supports will only be available for users of Windows Vista, many additions have been made to put the user in control of their browser and also make things clearer for the user.

Protection against fraud

Full control of add-ons

Users will finally have the ability to control which accessories, controls and toolbars are installed on their browser without difficulty.

Malicious software protection

The Internet Explorer process has been split into three separate applications rather than one single application so that installation of components can be passed off to a more secure environment, and changing settings is also separated off to a more secure environment.

The only part of Internet Explorer that has direct access to the system is the caching of cookies and temporary internet files, none of which can be invoked by malicious software.

Anti-phishing 

All ActiveX controls now require the user’s authorisation on their first use, aiding in preventing against malicious software attacks which can lead to phishing of personal details.

Clearer identification of hazards

Secure sites are now identified clearly, and all pop-ups whether called by a scripting language or something in the structural mark-up of the web page are clearly identified with an Internet Explorer chrome so that there is no mistake as to what you are accessing.

Users are also presented with clearer choices and options when being passed between secure and insecure sites, and also between sites on different domains.

Parental controls

Users of Windows Vista will be able to see integration between Internet Explorer and the operating systems network level security controls that can prevent software installation over the network (Internet).

Web development platform

Microsoft has taken a great deal of feedback from the development community and tried to address as many of the issues that have been faced over the past five years since the release of Internet Explorer 6 as possible.

More of interest to the technical services team than others, the following improvements have been made to Internet Explorer 7:

· Overflow behaviour on elements has been fixed

· Hover is available on all elements, not just links

· Backgrounds can be attached correctly on all elements

· Object handling has been improved

· CSS parser bugs have been improved

· Better support has been included for fixed positioning

· Min-width and max-width are supported for better fluid layouts

· More of the CSS2 and part of the CSS3 specs have been included

· PNG files with alpha channel (transparency) are now supported

· XMLHttpRequest for AJAX is now native, requiring no ActiveX control

· Slightly improved Doctype support

Future expectations

We can expect to see a full release of Internet Explorer 7 in the second half of 2006 though whether it would be Q3 or later in Q4 has not been confirmed so that corporations will not form dependencies based on the release date.

Chris Wilson suggested that the release will be available for download and also available via Windows Update; although it cannot be a forced update due to legal reasons, users will be strongly encouraged to upgrade due to security enhancements.

Also it was strongly put across that Microsoft wishes to discontinue previous versions of Internet Explorer as much as the development community wish to, as it would mean no longer having to support the products. Their current support cycle is estimated to be seven years for each browser version.

Once Internet Explorer 7 is released, two other release phases are already in planning, but what versions these will be, what they will contain and when they are expected has not yet been confirmed. These releases are expected to be under a five year window.

Also in a talk given by Nate Koechley, senior front-end engineer at Yahoo!, it was mentioned that IE7 beta 2 is already showing around 7% penetration in the browser market out of the visitors to the Yahoo! Homepage and services.

Supporting our clients

It is recommended that we take the opportunity to provide the technical services team with easier access to platforms capable of running Internet Explorer 7, and that we begin to assess a list of our actively supported clients so that we may allocate time for testing each of their sites in detail in preparation for the launch of Internet Explorer 7.

A readiness toolkit is available for Internet Explorer 7 at: http://tinyurl.com/elqr6
Any sites that have taken advantage of CSS hacks to produce a consistent result in the current range of modern browsers will need to have changes made to assure that they are displayed correctly in Internet Explorer 7.

This will not only guarantee that the users visiting our client sites have a consistently good experience, but will also help with the take up of the new browser by users if sites are displayed correctly rather than having bugs.

Long live modern browsers, rest in peace Internet Explorer 6.
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