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Mr. Conway agreed to let us publish this letter. This letter is very typical of those we receive from Oracle fans. But there are three differences. 1) This letter is from an Oracle representative. 2) It is well thought. And 3) I like Mr. Conway. From our communications, I deem Joseph to be a kind, nice and humble man. He is deceived by Oracle, but then so is many. It is a good thing God does not judge us on which database we use.

This letter has the same conclusion as all Oracle fan letters. "You should buy Oracle because everyone else buys Oracle." A non-sequitor, but in the light of Oracle's technical problems, it is the only justification remaining.

Dear Brian:

I ran across your site, and found it intriguing, especially the stuff on Oracle. There are numerous factual inaccuracies in your representation of Oracle that I hope to address & correct. I hope you will find the humility and professional integrity to update your site.

I understand that you have a long history and therefore strong preference for Sybase. I think it fruitless to try to address, much less change, your emotional attachment to Sybase, so I will deal with the issues you raised rather than your perceptions. Your "Oracle Facts" section should be called "Oracle Perceptions and Petty Annoyances" instead, since the facts are mostly error and bias.
1. While it is true Oracle does not support IEEE format representations directly, Oracle's representation of numbers support 38 digits of precision on both sides of the decimal point, much higher than the IEEE standard or the capabilities of Sybase or most native number representations on all but supercomputers. The only thing a developer should worry with is if the number stored is returned accurately & precisely, and the operations on that number are accurate. Everything else is mere window-dressing and technical snobbery.
Confession: No support of IEEE format. While it true that developers shouldn't worry about precision and accuracy, the fact is that Oracle's NUMBER format must always be converted to and from IEEE. The conversion does force a certain kind of developer to worry. A developer of engineering and science applications must know propagation of error and know exactly how the limitations of accuracies and translation affect his algorithms. His ability to deal with it means the difference between a working and non-working CAD/CAM system. My concern over non-IEEE compliance is not technical snobbery, but rather the experience of programming CAD/CAM applications myself. Systems like Oracle are taboo because they are loose over matters of conversion. No conversion is preferable. When there is no conversion, the engineering developer knows what he is storing and what he is getting at all times.

Conversions are actually a minor concern compared to the other NUMBER format problem. There is a much larger penalty because NUMBERs are variable length. Any database professional knows about the tremendous I/O slow-down that accompanies processing variable length columns. Deferred-updates, and page chaining, the latter an added extra Oracle feature. These are bad things, even terrible considering every number in an Oracle database suffers on account of them.

2. If you define a float or integer or double, and make an assignment, INSERT or SELECT, Oracle handles the conversion seamlessly. If you do the math on the server, no conversion is necessary.

Confession: Needless translation. Sybase or MS SQL Server has no need to translate. Why employ a translator if both parties should be speaking English? Oracle handles the conversion seamlessly, but the problem is the need to convert in the first place. Mr. Conway says that no conversion is necessary at the server." But that is wrong. The CPU, any CPU, does math only on IEEE datatypes. So the server is doing it too

3. This is inaccurate. Bit operators are fully supported, and have been since at least Version 7 (see BITAND in the SQL Language Reference). The bit operator of "standard programming" is different in Oracle than in C or C++. Requiring SQL, a non-procedural language to be compatible with a procedural programming language is more technical snobbery.

BITAND does not exist in the 8i SQL Language Reference. There is a BITAND in 9i. There is neither BITOR nor BITXOR in any manual. BITAND is not even intelligent enough to know what data type it is returning

4 & 5. Oracle implements 1 standard language: ANSI standard SQL. PL/SQL is a procedural language extension to SQL, like Sybase's Transact SQL, and SQL*Plus is an ad-hoc query tool, not a language. the "set auto commit" is an adhoc query tool command; Sybase's "go" is not part of the ANSI SQL syntax. Your argument sounds like "PowerSoft commands don't work in Transact-SQL, and vice-versa." Of course they don't.

Confession: Oracle implements 1 standard language but deems it unnecessary for its extensions to be compatible with one another. While both ANSI SQL and PL/SQL are embedded within SQL*Plus, SQL*Plus communicates "set autocommit" to ANSI SQL but not to PL/SQL. set autocommit is but one aggravating example.

6. You contradict yourself here. "You cannot write any DDL with PL/SQL. Oracle dynamic SQL [how you write DDL in PL/SQL] has a different and obtuse syntax." The fact that something is done in a different way doesn't make it wrong, just different.

Confession:  Basic SQL DDL is different whether it is inside a PL/SQL block or outside. Should not English have the same grammar whether it is written in America or in England? Is a consistent English better than an inconsistent English? Is inconsistent English wrong? Should the word "sky" be different whether I am standing inside my house or outside?

7. This is a security feature. The user who is given permission to execute the procedure does so in the procedure's owner's security domain (a feature Sybase lacks).

Confession. The system manager in Oracle cannot manage the system. A feature. Oracle planned this. I am glad Sybase does not have this feature. I am glad that UNIX, and MS Windows do not have this feature either. Now imagine what this feature is going to cost you.

8. The statement "There is no if statement in SQL*Plus. "if ..., then drop table ...." is impossible with Oracle." is inaccurate. This can be easily done in PL/SQL, which can be executed in SQL*Plus. Again, just because it is done differently with Oracle doesn't mean it's wrong.

Confession: Separate languages. The syntax of data definition language (DDL) within a PL/SQL block in different than DDL outside a block. Again, should not English be the same whether I speak it inside my house or outside my house? When it comes to mathematics and language, right and wrong is not an opinion. When it comes to language, especially a computer language, inconsistencies, by definition, are wrong. This type of inconsistency is a hallmark of Oracle. It will cost your company hundreds of thousands of dollars dealing with them.

9. Your argument here is not with Oracle, but with the ANSI SQL committee. Oracle implements ANSI standard cursors (something Sybase lacked for years), and you can represent the whole row through the use of the "type" syntax (also ANSI standard). Sybase's proprietary implementation is non-standard and locks developers in. Oracle9i implements backward and forward scrolling cursors, something Sybase lacks. Oracle also implements an array interface, an enhancement to the ANSI standard (see 11 below).

Mr. Conway is bringing up a fundamental difference between Oracle and everyone else, not just Sybase. Oracle uses the term cursors to refer to what the rest of the world calls result sets. (The world is correct, mathematically speaking.) Sybase and MS SQL Server send result sets to the client at the same time the queries themselves execute. In contrast, Oracle withholds all results until the PL/SQL block ends. In other words, an Oracle client does not receive any results until after the stored procedure finishes. Then the client must declare, open, fetch, close and deallocate a cursor to retrieve each result set.

Every person knows that processing cursors is slower than processing a result set without cursors. This is true for any database. Oracle's implementation is even slower because Oracle withholds data. Everyone also knows that it is much easier to program a client to process a result set without cursors than it is to program a client using cursors. In Oracle, you have no choice. You must use cursors anytime you want to retrieve data from PL/SQL block, which includes all SQL stored procedures.

It doesn't matter if Oracle's concept of cursors is an ANSI standard. A standard doesn't make it right. For example, it is also a standard to sin. Oracle boasts about its SQL arrays and SQL table row types. Granted. Sybase doesn't have these features. But then again, that is because they are not necessary in Sybase. Since Sybase doesn't withhold result sets, Sybase doesn't need a separate mechanism to make the retrieval of withheld information easier. While Oracle calls the extra syntax a feature, in truth, the extra syntax is necessary because of Oracle's initial design failure.

On a related topic, Oracle has a different syntax for plain cursors and cursors used for dynamic SQL. Also, Oracle's select statement is different inside PL/SQL than outside PL/SQL. You cannot write "select col from table" in PL/SQL. You must declare a cursor for it. This yet another round of language differences is due to the initially wrong implementation of set theory. Just like in math, if you make mistake in the first step, the proceeding steps are also wrong and even further off.

I can talk about wrongness, why it is wrong, and mathematical correctness until you all decompose in front of your monitors. So what am I trying to accomplish here? Why should these things matter to the CIO? These discrepancies and wrongness in Oracle will cost your company hundreds of thousands of dollars. Your developers will be spending man years of time finding work-arounds, programming elaborate but illogical code to make up for deficiencies, learning the syntax, and then relearning the syntax because the syntax follows no memorable pattern. Oracles SQL languages are not systematic. The CIO will also drive all his developers who are in-the-know out the door. For as the company in New Zealand says, "They consider it punishment to add features to the Oracle module."

10. Big deal, so do operating systems, unless you fflush() the buffer. This is incredibly petty.
Confession: Oracle cannot print when you tell it to do so. This one petty gripe will cost your company about $5,000 for each such PL/SQL procedure. Migration scripts, batch scripts and cron scripts all fall into this category. Because Oracle cannot print real-time within PL/SQL, Oracle will force you to invent an elaborate alternative. You will have to create sequences, create and manage log tables, and program your procedures to write its log into those tables. Then you must write database client programs which simulate tail -f for each log table. This one petty item has cost Engage, Inc about $20,000 in two months. All they needed was a simple print statement that worked, but Oracle didn't have it.

I have told you the effects, but let me explain the technical reason using flush and buffer words. Oracle creates one buffer for all print statements in a procedure. Any time Oracle executes a print statement, its text goes into this buffer. Oracle never flushes this buffer while the procedure is running; therefore, you never see the text as the print statements execute. Oracle flushes the buffer only after the procedure ends. You see your messages, but only after the procedure finishes. When your procedure takes over 15 minutes to run and you need to see what is happening while it is running, you are out of luck. That is when Oracle becomes unacceptable.

Oracle also restricts the size of the buffer to 1 MB. Go past that and your messages get axed. So in Oracle, you must live in the dark, be ignorant about what is going on, and live with a 1 MB henchman. Don't underestimate the henchman. Filling the buffer with 1 MB of text is easy to do.

11. Wrong again. Oracle implements the array interface, something Sybase lacks, where you can load up an array of say 100 records, and with a single INSERT (or SELECT) statement insert (or fetch) 100 rows.

Mr. Conway does not understand the point. The point of Fact 11 is that Sybase and other databases can send hundreds of different insert, select, create, etc. commands to the server with a single go. This is called a batch of commands in Sybase. Oracle has no concept of batch. That is why Mr. Conway has no clue what I am talking about. He cannot imagine being able to execute an insert followed by a select statement with one 'go'. Oracle forces you to execute each command separately. In Oracle, to execute different statements all at once, you must contain all the commands within the equivalent of a stored procedure fragment, i.e., a PL/SQL block. SQL grammar and I/O rules radically change inside PL/SQL blocks.. Because Oracle cannot execute different commands all at once, 100 different commands will take 100 separate trips to the server.

12. While this is technically true, there is a different server-side way of doing the same thing. Is client-side timeout really a feature? What if you have a very long running query that times out in mid-stream? What a waste of resources. Oracle does have a resource governor which can limit the number of CPU cycles or I/Os a single statement can execute.

Confession: Oracle has no client-side timeouts. 20% of the problems on comp.database.oracle are because the client hangs waiting for the server. It is not a matter of CPU or I/O. The server itself has hung. So the client just sits there, and sits there. And then sits some more. No error message. Nothing. You just wait and wait. Oracle doesn't report a problem to the client (like Sybase would) because Oracle has no real-time messages. After 4 hours, you begin to wonder. Since you don't get any messages, you think everything is fine. You guess that your query is just taking a long time . . . which is normal for Oracle. 6 hours pass. Perhaps you should take a trip to the alert log. After rummaging through Oracle's shanty-town directory trees, there in the alert log, nestled amongst the core dumps, you see that you had ran out of rollback space. That happened 5 hours 59 minutes 59 seconds ago. What should have taken 1 second has cost you 6 hours and a tuft of hair

Had you been able to set a time-out, your insert statement would have aborted seconds after you initiated it. You wouldn't have waited and guessed for 6 hours. Mr. Conway says, "It is a waste of time to abort your query in midstream." Which is true, but that is not the problem. The problem is that the Oracle server itself has hung. It's not doing anything other than writing trace messages. No CPU. No I/O. The resource governor doesn't engage because nothing is happening. The server has hung. Therefore your client has hung. And because of Oracle's lack of client-side timeouts, you can not gracefully recover the client.

"Would client-side timeouts be called a feature?"  I call it a necessity. If you want to be able to gracefully handle network and server hangs, then it is imperative. It is normal practice for a competent programmer to estimate how much time his queries take to run and to use those times to set appropriate time-out values. If he knows his queries could take 5 hours, he'll set his query timeout to something like 7 hours. If the programmer expects his queries to complete in 1 second, he'll set his timeout to 10 seconds. The programmer wants his program to work. When the server or the network has a problem, he wants his program to recover gracefully. He wants his program to timeout and then gracefully handle the problem. Hanging processes, including clients, require baby-sitting. Baby sitters are expensive. And no-one, no-one wants to get paged in the middle of the night. Yet all that baby-sitting stuff is normal for Oracle, because Oracle provides no way to prevent it.

The lack of client-side timeout implies a far worse problem. For a program to be capable of time-outs, the program must have the ability to abort asynchronous events. This ability is so fundamental that Sybase never mentions they have it. It would be like a house manufacturer boasting that it uses rebar to build foundations. Ask the builder whether he uses rebar and he'll say, "Of course, we use rebar. What idiot home builder wouldn't?"

Oracle doesn't. Oracle does not want you to know it either. Why don't they have it? Because rebar was invented several years after Oracle laid its foundation. Oracle hopes that you will never find out. They are counting on your ignorance of program construction. Oracle diverts your attention to their penthouses. "Don’t 'Most Scalable' and 'Market Share' look nice? Look how big our building is. Look at how many people live in it." And so you buy it. Little did you notice that the first floor has sunk into the mud. The very day you give Oracle to your database staff, is the day your budget begins filling the money pit. For the very day they attempt to install it, they will forever be inventing ways to prop it up. As the Leaning Tower is to Italy, Oracle programming will be to your company. Along with the props come the excuses. The Excuse, with a capital "E", will be "Well, Oracle has market share." Your programmers will use it on you. And you will use it on your CEO to explain why your department has empty pockets.

13. This is also petty. Oracle does provide a different means of showing errors, and gives statement level line-of-code messages.

Confession: By default, Oracle does not show you your errors. Petty but confusing: I am creating a stored procedure. After I hit return, Oracle says, 

You have an error.
Procedure successfully created.
And now I have to ask Oracle to show the errors. Why do I have to go out of my way to ask for the obvious? And then notice that Oracle creates a stored procedure even though it has errors. Well ,does my procedure have errors or not? Does Oracle readily accept flawed stored procedures? Yes. Yes. 

The reason why Oracle turns off errors by default and allows you to create procedures with errors is because Oracle's own scripts are riddled with thousands of errors. Oracle got so fed up with seeing their own problems, that instead of fixing them, they decided to ignore them.

Has anyone ever installed Oracle correctly? Have you ever noticed the hundreds of procedures "created successfully but have errors" during an installation? You have to go out of your way to find the log to notice this. Despite all those errors, Oracle still says, "Installation successful." Is it any wonder why you must go through the installation process 3 or 4 times before you can make an Oracle instance work

14. This statement is incorrect. This behavior was a bug, fixed ages ago. I can change my line width in SQL*Plus on Solaris to my heart's content today "set linesize 500" works just fine.

Confession. SQL*Plus core dumped all over the place when setting linesize. And as I remember, for years. I am not sure it has gone away. Combinations of setting the linesize, pagesize, wrap beg a core dump. I am still scared to do it. I'll concede this problem for now, but I am giving Oracle the benefit of the doubt . . . which is never wise.

15. Pretty petty. The reserved word list is published. Just don't use reserved words.

Confession. Oracle's SQL compiler does not catch the use of reserved words. You must memorize them all yourself. All 500 or so. Yes, the reserved work list is published. Unfortunately, its publishing in the manual omits 450 of them. Or perhaps Mr. Conway refers to the v$reserved_words view? You sure that has all of them? Should not the Oracle SQL compiler catch the illegal or potentially illegal use of reserved words?

What is so obvious is beyond the hope of Oracle. The SQL languages of Oracle are so convoluted, that it has become too complicated for a compiler writer to write a compiler that knows its own language. Hence what should be checked by the compiler is left to the human. Because Oracle cannot check itself, you can unknowingly use a reserved word when creating such an important thing as a table name. Two months later, when you use your table name in a query, it is possible that Oracle will then brand your name a reserved word. Your query will not compile. Now you have to go back and change thousands of lines of SQL, C++ code, Java, everything, starting with the schema itself. After that, you have to write a migration script to change the table name and every affected object. How many tens of thousands of dollars is that going to cost? This has happened to me. Do you think Engage enjoyed spending $20,000 because Oracle cannot compile its own language?

Remember:  None of this happens in Sybase.

16. Push "Caps Lock", and the problem goes away. Another petty point.

Confession. The Oracle user must use capital letters to define all object names; otherwise, he will have problems later. Though a throwback to the 5-bit Teletype days of the 1960s, this is the Oracle architecture. Therefore, do not use lower case or camel notation. For example, mytable or MyTable will get you into trouble. Under the covers, Oracle changes your names to uppercase. If you search the catalog for your tables using your intended names, whether via selects or via ODBC SQLTables function, you will not find them.

This incompatibility in Oracle grammar is between Oracle DDL and Oracle SQL, supposedly elements of the same language. At some expense, this problem has forced Engage Inc. to keep its cross-platform schema in upper case. Sybase and MS SQL Server users laugh at that , but Oracle forces the obsolete convention.

17. Pretty petty. See #4.

Confession: By default, Oracle does not allow a blank line in your SQL statement. A blank line, i.e., nothing, to Oracle, erases your last command. Given another attribute of Oracle which the empty set contains zero-length strings, we can now officially say , "In Oracle, nothing means something and something means nothing. "

18. This is again contradictory & inaccurate. "Oracle is incapable of dropping a table with only outgoing referential integrity constraints." contradicts "[To drop a child table] Just add "cascade constraints" to the drop statement." Sybase has had no ANSI standard integrity constraints for years, so criticizing Oracle's implementation is a bit amusing.

Confession. Oracle requires extra syntax "cascade constraints", even though it is not logical in order to drop a table. Because the extra syntax is not needed to carry out the operation, its presence is not logical. It contradicts the rules of computer language. Again, this requirement adds to Oracle's unpredictability. In Oracle 8.0 and before, one could drop the child-most table without saying "cascade constraints." Newer versions added the requirement. Therefore to Oracle, a better Oracle is a more illogical Oracle.

Mr. Conway has brought up a couple of other things. First, I don't think Mr. Conway understands that a table with only outgoing RI constraints is synonymous with a child-most table. If a table has only outgoing constraints, then the table depends on others but no table depends on it. Therefore, the table is a child-most table. On the other hand, if a table has incoming constraints, then the table is parent to another, and thus is the not a child.

Secondly, Mr. Conway says that "Sybase has had no ANSI standard integrity constraints for years." That was true for about 5 years prior to 1994. Before 1994, Sybase implemented RI using triggers. At that time, Oracle itself had no trigger or stored procedure capability. In 1994 when Sybase introduced Sybase 10, Sybase added ANSI RI constraints. However, ANSI-style constraints were never necessary to enforce RI in Sybase, nor are they necessary today.

As a matter of fact, the inclusion of ANSI-style RI constraints in Sybase actually blemished Sybase's purity. I bet that Sybase marketing and technical staff fought over this. The ANSI RI constraint standard detracts from the mathematical possibilities and enforces a data model that is in some aspects not the real world. For examples, 1) why must a primary key not contain a null column? and 2) When you pick up a book, do you look for its index or for its keys? These requirements and view miss the mark. Sybase was reluctant to adopt it because they saw the error. Oracle, however, never saw the error in it.

19. More pettiness. If the table is empty, dropping and enabling RI is trivial and fast. Oracle has the ability to defer RI constraints on load, and disable RI with a single simple SQL statement. Does Sybase enforce declarative and referential integrity at all, or do you still have to code it all in stored procedures and pay the performance penalty for such a inefficient approach?

Confession: Oracle forces you disable RI constraints before truncating an empty table. A great example of an Oracle oxymoron that will cost your company thousands of dollars. Mr. Conway does not know how I discovered this. So let me tell the tale. I tried to write a script which truncates tables. I wrote the script such that it truncates tables in child to parent order--an order which guarantees never to violate RI constraints. The script failed with a syntax error. Then I had to find out why. My tables were empty, but why couldn't I truncate them? After the disgusting realization, a realization which even company Oracle fans were surprised, I had to write 100s of lines of code to disable and re-enable constraints though there was no need to disable them in the first place. Cost: $10,000. I am not talking about a single table with one constraint as Mr. Conway thinks. I am talking a script with 60 tables with 200 constraints

In DBPowerSuite, I wrote a program called psGTruncateTables which generates the code to truncate tables. It will do so for Oracle and MS SQL Server (which has a similar problem). It will do so for any ODBC data source, and it will do it for Sybase. It disables constraints, truncates the tables, then reenables the constraints. I was forced to write this program because of Oracle. I guess I am just being petty."

As for Sybase, Sybase is intelligent. It checks the RI before truncating a table. If the table is empty, there is no performance penalty. If the table is full and foreign keys depend on it, then Sybase checks. But one is generally not foolish enough in the first place to truncate a million row table whose rows are required by other tables. As for RI on loading, Sybase ignores RI in a bcp load.

Now the reader must remember. Like the drop command, Oracle added truncate table's illogical syntax requirement as a feature to 8i. We are supposed to consider this as an improvement

20. Again, this is a basic security feature: the owner of the table owns all privileges on that table; no one else does. But what would Sybase know about security? How many national or international security evaluations does Sybase have? Answer: 0. Oracle has 14.

Confession: The system manager in Oracle cannot grant permission on an object to a user. If you can imagine root in UNIX not being able to do a chown or chgrp, then you can imagine Oracle. It is hard to believe, but it is true. Congratulations to Oracle for its 14 security evaluations. I guess a system is secure since not even the system manager can access it.

The problem comes when you need to write a migration script or any script that needs to access more than one schema at a time. In order to accomplish that, the script must log into the server at least once for each user. The script must first login as user A in order to grant B permission. Then the script must log out of A, and then log in as B. That way the script can write into B's schema. The more schemas you need access to, the more separate logins you must potentially perform. You will also experience problems creating a read-only view which reads another user's table even when you have read access to his tables. In the end, the lack of a proper system manager will require double the programming time. Your migration scripts will grow complicated and convolute to the point you don't even know who's doing what. In the end, you will swear. You will curse Oracle's concept of system manager, 14 security evaluations or not.

21. This is incorrect. I just did it in 9i.

In 8i, I could not create a read-only view in schema B which was composed of tables owned by user A, even when A had granted read permission to B. Perhaps this has gone away in 9i.

22. It's hard to dispute numbers when you don't provide a test case. Views based on views are usually the result of poor database design.

Mr. Conway is referring to my comments on nested views with large tables. I said that Oracle is rotten at processing them, and in my experience, cannot even do them. I did not give a test case because one could duplicate it only with monumental effort. Nonetheless, Engage, Inc. in the course of migrating one schema to another, I needed a script to compute a new table based on computations derived from another. In order to arrive at the result table, I needed 4 intermediate views, one based on the other.

The database design, while not perfect, was the same schema for Sybase as it was for Oracle. That includes tables, indexes, constraints, tablespaces, and up-to-date statistics. While Sybase finished writing into the new table in 45 minutes, Oracle could not figure it out, even after 6 days.

When I asked AdKnowledge's (then a subsidiary of Engage) Oracle DBAs about this performance problem, they told me to "stay away from nested views because Oracle is terrible at them." I deferred to the knowledge of the company's Oracle experts. I saw first hand why. I had to change my Oracle migration script to use temporary tables instead. That worked, but that was what I was trying to avoid.

23. This is incorrect. You need to read up on CHAR, VARCHAR, and VARCHAR2 definitions.

Like most Oracle people, Mr. Conway does not know the first lesson in set theory: Null is the empty set. This is a mathematical definition. It is immutable. Mr. Conway's referral that I should review the definitions of varchar, etc, demonstrate that he doesn't know what I am talking about. To Oracle people, the null set is not empty, but contains zero-length strings. This incorrect definition of the null set cripples the behavior of primary keys, changes the results returned by SQL statements, and removes the distinction between values not entered and values entered but equal to blank. This one missed concept changes the way one programs everything. It forces one to introduce error at every comparison for nullness or blankness.

By definition, null != "", just as π != 3. Oracle doesn't understand that. CIO, know this. Oracle's missed concept is so fundamental, that you would be justified to not buy Oracle based solely on this. Would you buy a car if the manufacturer insisted that steel is an alloy of cardboard? The mistake affects everything.

24. Oracle has a multi-threaded server, and supports thread-safe client-side code.

While Mr. Conway is speaking the truth, Oracle's implementation is an after-thought and falls short. What I am referring to in the Fact's page, is that Oracle's 6 processes plus 1 process per connection per instance, is a legacy of architecture prior to the days of multithreading. Pre 1988. All of Oracle's six+ processes should be combined into a one multithreaded server. As it is, Oracle runs the same way now as it did in 1987. That was when I first used Oracle. Oracle still hoards 90% of the computer's resources and remains a mousetrap of separately moving pieces.

25. Sybase has a database corruption checker. It has to be run all the time or you can't trust that your data is correct and has integrity.

Mr. Conway is attacking Sybase on account of its ability to check itself and make itself better. It is customary to run dbcc about once a week to check data consistency. It is rare when data actually becomes inconsistent. When that happens, Sybase's dbcc fixes the data. Power outages, disk head glitches, such things beyond Sybase's control . . . those things are what dbcc is meant for.

Oracle has no such checker or fixer. Instead, Oracle has directories dedicated to core dumps for all the different Oracle programs that routinely fault. Instead of being able to check itself and make itself better, Oracle simply dies. I have also seen such deaths result in the irrecoverability of tablespaces and servers.

It is rare for Sybase to core dump. I think I have seen one, possibly two data servers core in 11 years. From Oracle, I have seen several core dumps per month. Listeners disappear as a habit. The reason why a user rarely notices, is because it is normal for Oracle and Oracle users to ignore errors.

26. A Sybase database is roughly equivalent to an Oracle schema. There is no limit on the number of Oracle schemas. Why anyone would want 32,767 databases on a single machine is beyond me.

Mr. Conway is not aware how far Oracle falls short, even when the distance is the square root of Sybase. A Sybase database is not equivalent to an Oracle schema. A Sybase database is equivalent to an Oracle instance. A Sybase server supports up to 32,767 databases, the equivalent of 32,767 Oracle instances. Each one of Sybase's 32,767 databases can have tens of thousands of its own users.

When you buy Sybase, you get 32,767 times more flexibility than Oracle. Mr. Conway asks what one does with that? The fact is, is that a company generally has about 5 major multi-user application systems each requiring its own database with its own security. To accomplish that in Oracle, you will need to buy 5 Oracle Enterprise products at $40,000 a piece because you will need 5 Oracle instances to do it.

Sybase, on the other hand, comes with the capability to manage not just 5, but up to 32,767 independent databases with a single Sybase ASE Server. For the company's five application systems, you have already saved over $200,000.

The question is not "why would anyone want 32,767 databases on a single machine." The question is why anyone would want Oracle and spend $36,000 more each time the company wants a new application system. That is beyond me. One can work around the security and naming problems so that one instance can support 5 application systems each with its own thousands of users. Unfortunately, the expense of programming the work-arounds will cost you even more.

Oracle charges you an exorbitant price not because of its added functionality, but because you think a higher cost means a better product. The purpose of these web pages it is show you that Oracle is not worth more, but is worth magnitudes less than Sybase.

27. Create indexes PARALLEL NOLOGGING UNRECOVERABLE. It is faster, and doesn't use temp or rollback or redo. Large tables are usually partitioned, so you can create indexes piece-wise in parallel. Can Sybase create a large partitioned index in parallel?

NOLOGGING and UNRECOVERABLE cannot be used at the same time, nor do they prevent the index from writing to rollback segments. Oracle phased out UNRECOVERABLE and replaced it with NOLOGGING. The UNRECOVERABLE option does not exist in the 8i or 9i manuals. While NOLOGGING prevents the index from writing to the redo logs, it does prevent the index from writing to rollback segments.

Sybase and MS SQL Server do not write the individual rows of an index to its transaction log. Either the index gets created or it doesn't. Sybase and MS SQL Server do not employ rollback segments, so there is no overhead there either. Oracle's NOLOGGING keyword, seemingly a feature, is really only a kludge. It still does not prevent Oracle from writing the entire index to a rollback segment.. Also, since Oracle uses the TEMPORARY tablespace to sort indexes, Oracle writes to the rollback segments on the temporary tablespace.

As for partitioned indexes, Sybase can create a large partitioned clustered index in parallel. Sybase cannot partition a non-clustered index. While I can see the use of a partitioned non-clustered index, it would not be used often, if at all. Sybase and MS SQL Server process non-clustered indexes rapidly anyway (no redo and no rollback segments overhead). A partitioned clustered index, however, is useful. Sybase supports that.

A note here. The definition of clustered differs between Sybase and Oracle. A Sybase table which has a clustered index is roughly the equivalent of an Oracle index-organized table.

28. Rollback segments disappear in 9i, so this statement is false

Rollback segments do not disappear in 9i. And a confession:  Creating indexes needlessly uses rollback segments. Apparently Mr. Conway, the Systems Engineering Manager of Oracle, does not know Oracle. Rollback segments still exist in Oracle 9i. The disappearance of rollback segments is only skin-deep. In 9i, Oracle automatically creates and maintains rollback segments for you. While the DBA no longer has to set them up, Oracle still employs them

29. (see 27)

Confession: create index writes to the redo logs for no reason. You can avoid the senseless processing if you specify NOLOGGING in your create index statement.

30. This was a bug, fixed in 8.1.7.

Confession: Oracle will step over its shared memory bounds when creating an index, after which every user on the instance hangs. I discovered this problem in 8.1.7.

31. To the Oracle dba dbcc, readers & writers of data blocking each other, and using a single log to do redo & undo sounds idiotic.

We already covered dbcc.

Readers & writers blocking data: All databases, even Oracle, must do that. But what I think Mr. Conway is referring to, is Sybase's page-level locking. Sybase has two locking schemes, page-level and row-level. The default is page-level. Sybase will lock an entire page's worth of rows, not just a single row, during an update. This can cause Sybase to block other processes that are trying to read or write to the same page.

There is one good reason to use page-level locking:

1. It is fast. It is fast because it uses less resources. Far fewer locks. Much less memory.

There is one good reason to use page-level locking:

1. Your programmers write code like:

begin transaction
select id, name from employees
Ask information from user.
User goes to the bathroom.
update employees set id = @new_id, name = @new_name
commit transaction

Sybase programmers never keep a transaction open while their user goes to the bathroom. Oracle programmers think nothing of that because hoarding and wasting resources is a favorite Oracle pasttime. Uncommitted long transactions are commonplace, even expected. Such transactions fuel the fire of why Oracle requires rollback segments, redo and undo logs. Oracle expects transactions to abort. Which leads to . . .

Sybase's overall design. Sybase's basic architecture is the product of an optimist. Sybase assumes that programmers want to commit transactions, not roll them back. If a programmer is as smart as he should be, he should never undo, redo or rollback anything. Undo or redo exist only for emergencies. That is why Sybase has one log for one database. That is efficient.

(As far as Sybase having one transaction log per database, Mr. Conway attempts to equate a barrel of apples with a single apple. Sybase supports 32,767 databases per server. That means that Sybase supports 32,767 logs per server. Mr. Conway does not see this because Oracle only supports 1 database per server. )

Oracle's overall design comes from a pessimist. That is because Oracle is its own reason. It's a chicken and the egg paradox. As opposed to Sybase, Oracle promotes and allows errors. SQL*Plus does not provide the tools to prevent errors. Instead, SQL*Plus uses the try and bomb paradigm. WHENEVER SQLERROR and WHENEVER OSERROR give the programmer license to allow errors to happen. Oracle expects the programmer not to check SQL before executing it since there are no real tools to do it. Oracle expects and allows the programmer to create stored procedures with errors. With all this crashing and burning, rollback, undo and redo become the standard, not the emergency. It is because of this, that Oracle gives its DBAs 2-tiers of logs for each tablespace. Oracle needs to save Oracle from itself.

Programming without errors is an axiom. One learns it in high school. It is the normal to do. But Oracle is not normal. The laws of the universe change in Oracle. Normal to Oracle, is to bomb and ignore your error.

32. This is incorrect. see 27 & 28.

#32 is about needless rollback segments for index creation. This is still correct for all versions of Oracle, even for Oracle 9i, when you create an index without the "parallel nologging unrecoverable" option

33. This is incorrect. You get the normal "failed to extend segment <x> by <size> in tablespace <t>" error in 8.1.7, and there are no rollback segments in 9i.

My Oracle instance was 8.1.7. Oracle normally reports running out of space as Mr. Conway says, but it is not consistent. When I was creating an index, Oracle 8.1.7 did not report the problem. The rollback segment which ran out of space, was the rollback segment on the tablespace that Oracle was using to temporarily sort the data for the index. My process was just hanging there. I decided to look at the alert log and saw the disk space problem. Mr. Conway needs to check out comp.database.oracle. Others have the same problem.

34. This is incorrect. You can create a function-based index that implements dictionary order. Can Sybase create a user-defined function index?

Though Oracle cannot implement dictionary order automatically like Sybase, you can create an index based on a function. The create index example in the 9i SQL reference uses the UPPER() function. This solves the dictionary order problem, but leaves the more serious comparison problem.   The string  “Oracle”  will never be equal to “ORACLE”.   You will have to add a column to your table just for the upper case equivalent of your string key column.    

I have to ask whether I ever needed a function-based index. I have never needed one using Sybase for 10 years. However I would have to use it in Oracle in lieu of that fact that dictionary ordering doesn't exist in the first place. For Sybase, one could achieve function-based indexes using CIS and Open Server. But that would too complex for 99% of programmers. 

35. This is incorrect. It makes a backup copy, tnsnames.001, tnsnames.002, etc.

My complaint was that Oracle's network assistant program deletes the tnsnames file when you answer "Discard changes?" with "Yes." Not only does it discard your changes, but also it deletes your whole file. I guess Mr. Conway will have to talk to Oracle DBAs other than me. I am not making this stuff up. The version of Oracle was something like 8.1.5 on Solaris. When I asked Engage's resident Oracle fan about this, he smiled and said, "That is why I always make a copy of the file before I run any Oracle program." That was a statement from an Oracle fan! Oracle fans expect this stuff to happen. It is normal for Oracle.

36/37. Use the DB Configuration assistant, save the scripts, and all the scripts to create the database run.

Mr. Conway did not read everything I had said. I ran dbassist to configure a new instance. The dbassist program aborted because of an error I made. (I didn't make a disk partition big enough to hold a tablespace.) I did save dbassist's scripts. After I increased the partition size, I tried to run those scripts. The scripts crashed.

DBassist left the directories in a state where the scripts would not run. Directories and files left over from dbassist were present which the script did not want to see. Other directories and files the scripts required but dbassist had deleted them. It was obvious that the scripts checked nothing. DBassist simply didn't check preconditions nor did it clean up after itself.

38. Pretty petty. How many times do you install a database incorrectly?

I changed question #38 since Mr. Conway's answer, but I'll answer his question anyway. It generally takes me up to 3 attempts to install a new version of Oracle correctly. I think I've seen only one Oracle install go right the first time. (A Windows install.) I have never seen Oracle install right the first time on Solaris. Many times there are errors in the installation screens themselves. For example, in 9i, Oracle says MB but means KBs. Every time there are 100s of stored procedures and objects that Oracle fails to create. Despite those failures, Oracle says, "Installation successful." Later you find out that some basic PL/SQL packages didn't install. You have to go back and manually install them. And then, God forbid, do not have any Oracle processes running while you try to configure a new instance. The installation will crash because Oracle was stupid enough to use the same shared-memory segment names in some underlying installation process as other instances.

There are a million possible problems that can happen when installing Oracle. There is a 99.9% chance the DBA will get hit by at least one. 80% of the problems are Oracle not checking the input parameters. The remaining 20% come from Oracle's underlying scripts not working. After the instance comes up, one usually has to fix it. As for the time it takes to install Oracle instances, I have seen good computer people take 3 days to 2 weeks attempting to install Oracle. Some just give up. If I installed an instance every day, I could get the time down to about 2 hours (not including waiting for Oracle to initialize tablespaces). But for a new version of Oracle, it takes about a 2 days of my full attention. 90% of that time I spend getting accustomed to and finding work-arounds to Oracle's new batch of problems.

New versions of Sybase, on the other hand, take me 30 minutes to install. If I misname a disk device, Sybase tells me up front. Sybase doesn't wait 5 hours into the process to bomb out and then tell me "Installation successful." If Sybase has a problem with insufficient memory, disk areas, or anything, it tells me immediately. 99% of the time, Sybase installs correctly the first time. The other 1% is easily fixed because Sybase tells me what went wrong. And there is never, ever, a problem in their underlying scripts. I have never seen a single botch-up in 11 years.

39. This is incorrect. See #28.

Mr. Conway is incorrect. Importing a file requires at least enough rollback space to handle the largest index in that file. As opposed to manually creating your own indexes using 'unrecoverable' and 'nologging' options, you have no control over how those indexes are defined in somebody else's exported file.

40. Again, this looks like poor database design. Are Sybase dbas always such poor database designers?

Mr. Conway doesn't understand the need to 'create clustered index' on an existing table. In Oracle terms, he doesn't see the need to turn a heap table into an indexed organized table.

In Sybase, say it takes 40 minutes to load 2 million rows into a table with a clustered index. In Oracle, it takes 20 hours to do the equivalent if it can do it at all. Since it takes too long in Oracle, the alternative is to first load the data into a heap table. The time for that is acceptable. After it's loaded, then turn the table into an index-organized table. But you cannot do that in Oracle. You cannot make an index-organized table from a heap table. The reverse is also true: You cannot turn an index-organized table into a heap table.

The goal of this exercise is to load data into an index-organized table without needing disk space equal to twice the size of the table (for the index-organized table itself and the corresponding heap table), and to do the operation in an acceptable time (less than 1 hour). But in Oracle, you are stuck with a loading problem. 20+ hours to load directly into an index-organized table is not acceptable. And creating a work heap table doubles your space requirement. You have a dilemma, but you do have an alternative. Unfortunately, it is what you wanted to avoid all along. You must use all non-clustered indexes. You cannot have an indexed-organized table. Your table must consume an extra index's worth of space, and must require an extra disk seek for every lookup. But there is a bright side! You have achieved Oracle's prime directive. You have needlessly hoarded resources.

41. This is basic discretionary access control security policy, which Sybase obviously does not implement. Creating synonyms (SQL generating SQL) is a no-brainer for a competent Oracle dba

Confession. Oracle requires you to create thousands of synonyms due to lack of "dbo". Sybase doesn't implement synonyms for a simple reason. Sybase has a better solution. In Sybase, all the users of a database see dbo's schema as if it is their own. To access dbo's employee table, the user just specifies, "employee". Sybase does not require an owner qualifier.

That simple convenience is absent in Oracle. Every Oracle user must either specify the owner for every object in every script and piece of code, or the DBA must create a synonym for every common object for every user. The work, though a no-brainer, is stupendous If you have 1000 users and 1000 common objects, that's 1 MILLION synonym creations. That's 1 MILLION extra objects whose existence stems from a design deficiency. That's 1 MILLION extra objects that the competent DBA has to create and maintain. Competent or not, no one wants to deal with that.

45. Since PL/SQL can have multiple SQL statements, each ending in a semi-colon, what alternative is there?

Confession and a Regret: Oracle uses the same symbol to end a SQL statement as it does to execute a command. If you can imagine Sybase forcing you to use "go" to signify the end of each statement, despite the fact you don't want to execute the statement, you get Oracle. This feature of Oracle, which apparently even Mr. Conway regrets, is contradictory, confusing, and often runs your programming projects into the ground. ODBC session programs cannot process normal Oracle commands and PL/SQL blocks because such ODBC programs do not expect a single symbol in the same language to stand for two mutually exclusive commands.

One alternative is to prevent ";" from ever meaning "execute". Oracle should change its internal programming and adopt this standard. Oracle already has "\" to mean execute. Oracle could keep that. Even a back-slash, though cryptic, not intuitive and problematic in C printf () statements, is better that the existing incompatibility.

The other alternative is use Sybase. Sybase doesn't need a character to terminate a statement. By virtue of Sybase's design, Sybase knows when one statement starts and the last one ends without the aid of a helper character. Sybase architecture is the apex of mathematical minimalism. A good thing. Nothing is wasted. Nothing unnecessary is forced, even if it is as small as a single character terminator. Sybase is mathematically minimalist from the ground up. One sees this philosophy in CT-Library, Open Server library, the server and database architecture, and Sybase's SQL language implementation. From a technical point of view, Sybase is doing everything right. It is refreshing to see.

46. This is incorrect. In 9i, you are prompted whether you want to terminate the import or export

I am not sure about 9i. But in 8i, if you hit ctrl-C in the middle of an import, Oracle will terminate the import for the current table, but then will proceed to import the next table. The only way to break out of the import is to go to UNIX and kill-9 the process.

So, Brian, many of your statements are contradictory and your facts are inaccurate, and those that are technically accurate merely point out there are differences between Oracle and Sybase. Why not just say "I don't like Oracle and here's why"?

There are a few Sybase facts to consider: Sybase has lost the database war and is not investing in their database product; Sybase's market share is < 4%, and falling; no one is buying new Sybase licenses meaning they have no money for R&D; there have been 0 new features in recent years that would entice a customer to buy Sybase or switch to Sybase. Sybase
is merely providing basic product support as the users slowly fade away. The company is destined to go the way of Ingres & Informix, acquisition, or oblivion. A smart DBA will not fight Oracle's market share, but benefit from it.
Cheers
Joe :-)
My only wish for any piece of software is to just get it right. The software should technically challenge me, not infuriate me. The reason I dislike Oracle is because Oracle is light years away from getting it right. Out of the last three years of employment, I have literally wasted one year of my career cleaning up after Oracle. I believe my life and my employer's time is more valuable than cleaning up after lousy software. I could have used that year to be productive--to do the company good. But Oracle wasted it. The waste cost my company $120,000 in immediate employment expenses, plus an estimated $500,000 because I should have been programming new features instead of developing work-arounds for Oracle.

Mr. Conway's final statement contains the "Market Share" argument. One cannot talk to an Oracle fan without hearing it. Personally, I always thought the reason to buy a product is because it is a good product.

Oracle has major technical problems with its products. Sybase has major problems with its sales force in America. John Chen should replace Sybase's sales force with Oracle's. Oracle should scrap their product and hire a programmer that has studied set theory. As for R&D expenses, the effectiveness of a product is not measured by its R&D budget. Most of Oracle's R&D budget goes to solving Oracle's own architecture flaws. For 9i, Oracle's R&D paid for locally-managed tablespaces and now-optional rollback segments. For these two new "features", Oracle has now arrived where Sybase was 12 years ago. For the next version of Oracle, Oracle 10i, Oracle may improve another handful of problems. With any luck, Oracle might arrive where Sybase was 11 years ago.

As for the statement about a "DBA's responsibility to not fight but benefit from market share", I say this. It is not the duty of the DBA or database programmer to "benefit" from market share. The duty of the DBA and the database programmer is to solve problems. Unfortunately, unknown to the Oracle fan, Oracle gives him twice as many problems than he initially had to solve. And unfortunately, there's some sick psychology at work there which also benefits Oracle. Because of the cornucopia of problems Oracle adds to the legitimate problems, the Oracle developer actually thinks he is being more useful. An Oracle programmer actually enjoys finding work-arounds. The more elaborate work-around, the better. The Oracle programmer can even share his "expert" Oracle knowledge with his fellow Oracle friends. Gives them something to talk about, to keep them busy. Expense?  What does that matter? Oracle has market share.
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