Building an online store using Flash and AMFPHP 

Intro 

Since Flash is gaining more and more acceptance as a web interface to many sites and applications on Internet, things comes easier to developers trying to do interfaces totally flash-based. With the release of Flash MX a renewed and clear OOP language is available as an invaluable tool. ActionScript becomes a more stable and full-featured language. On the fly Movie Clips and Text fields creating, callbacks for buttons, better support for XML and server side tools like Flash remoting appears to move Flash to a new generation of web based applications. Macromedia propose a name, RIA (Rich Internet Applications) and shows its own site as an example. 
Through this tutorial, we try to build a simple online store, showing how Flash can manage the common steps of an e-commerce site. A database will be used and in the server-side, we will use Flash Remoting. Traditionally, Flash Remoting is a native ColdFusion feature, available as an extension to .Net and Java trough J2EE Application Servers. Flash Remoting allows Flash movies to call remote server side applications, passing parameters and receiving requests, without need of knowing anything about the server side implementation. Users simply need to know what info to pass and which info who will received. These calls are usually named Remote Procedural Calls (RPCs), and transfer serialized, type-persistent objects directly between the server and a Flash MX client. Developers on both sides could agree in the needs and ways of calling methods in order to build a system. Also, trough AMF (Action Message Format) , the exchange of information's is not only faster, but could pass objects (and not only name/value pairs) between Flash and the server in binary format. This allows to easy develop complex applications that rely on an efficient way of send/receive data.

But recently, one of the Forum Administrators here in Flash-db (Musicman) exposed the binary format of the AMF packet, open the door for an implementation of the AMFPHP Project, where a few developers are building an open source project to port Flash Remoting to PHP. This project allows Flash developers to use Flash remoting in a PHP environment, and with (almost) the same functionality in the CFM servers. For this tutorial, we will use the 0.5.1 version, but probably we need to update this part since the project is running and growing up. Anyway, using Flash remoting we can manage the database interaction in one simple class. Those who has worked with databases and Flash could take advantage of the clean way of handling RPC, both in server and Flash side. 


The Flash implementation uses a couple of major classes to manage the interface and the shopping cart, and a step by step checkout process in a more procedural way.
Goals
We will build an online little store who sells Spanish ham, with a total of 31 products divided in 5 family's. User should be able to surf the products trough family's. So when pick in a family, a list of related product should be displayed in a listbox. When one of the products is selected, the complete details should be displayed and also a photo of the product. If the user want to buy it, and add to cart button lead him to add the product to the shopping cart.
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The shopping cart will display the added products. Each item need to show: quantity, name and price. Also a total in the shopping cart is required, since the user needs to have feedback of the total sum of products. If needed, the user should be able of removing items from the Shopping Cart. A Check Out button allow to send an order filling the form.
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The check out form need to collect data about the client: personal info, shipping info and paying info. This process is perhaps less strict in our example than in a real-online store, since we're not using an online credit-card system to validate data. Anyway, we need to take care about what the user has entered, and also fill the form step by step. The first step gives the chance of login as returning customer, so we pull the client info from the database, filling automatically the form and giving the choice of updating the info. When the form is sent, we need to insert or update the client info and the order info, sending a confirmation email to our customer. 
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Our little store should use only one screen, without need of loading a new page, giving the feeling of a smooth transit between all the process This is an important feature, since is one of the more valuables differences between our Flash-based app and its counterpart HTML based app.

Prior to Starting Your Site
1. Have a clear idea of the needs: products that you want to sell and how the interface will flow. Write your plan and make understandable to you and your team. 

2. Plan your database: products, clients, order and details should be a basic structure, but perhaps you need more tables, in example: shipping, credit cards, stock, credits, etc. Define your datatypes and all the structure plus the SQL needs. Keep in mind that if you need to do a search, perhaps you need to add extra columns.

3. Based on your database query needs, write your services in Flash Remoting building a complete table of methods available. Perhaps you need to add others after, but there are some that you can summarize. Also write non-database methods also.

4. Try to divide tour application in classes, keeping special regard in scalability: the bigger your shop becomes, the more specialized your classes need to be. Our example is a little shop, but yours could have thousands of family's and could need a complex structure. 

5. Test your application and invite to some friends to use it: they will discover some bugs that you never could find by yourself 

Please use flash-db forums to post any question regarding this tutorial. We will try to improve it, so your feedback is important for us.

