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Improper browser detection can lead to web maintenance nightmares. Rethinking the basics of when
and how to detect user agentsis crucial to creating maintainable, cross browser web content. This
article reviews several approaches to browser detection, their usefulness in specific circumstances to
arrive at acommon sense approach to browser detection.

When reporting browser statistics, you should aggregate traffic for all Gecko based browsers. Please
see Browser Statistics for more information on how to accurately report Gecko based users.

Visit Gecko Central for more specific information on supporting Gecko based browsers. Visit CSS
Central and DOM Central for more information regarding cross browser web development.

| ntroduction

In an ideal world, we could author HTML, XML, CSS and JavaScript and only worry about the W3C
and ECMA standards. However, we don't quite live in such aworld yet. Due to bugs, incomplete
implementations of the standards and legacy browsers, web developers must be able to determine
which browser avisitor isusing and provide the appropriate content and scripting code path.

Although browser detection is perhaps the most common scripting task that every web devel oper
faces, it seems that the variety of different strategiesin use for detecting browsersis unlimited. Asa
member of the Netscape Evangelism team who has spent over ayear investigating existing web
content, | can say without a doubt that most compatibility problems found on the web today are due to
alack of understanding of the standards combined with inadequate and inappropriate browser
detection strategies.

This article isintended to provide an overview of browser detection strategies and best practices. For
more specific Netscape Gecko™ recommendations, please see the Netscape Gecko Compatibility
Handbook.

Netscape Gecko

Although many web developers are aware of Netscape 6 and Netscape 7, far fewer are aware that
Netscape 6 and 7 are members of an entire family of user agents based upon Netscape Gecko that
includes the commercia browser CompuServe 7, and open source browsers such as Mozilla, Galeon,
and Kmeleon.

Netscape Gecko was designed from the ground up to be compliant with the W3C HTML, W3C CSS,
W3C XML, W3C DOM, and ECMA Script (JavaScript) standards. It also includes compatibility
features which allow it to reasonably handle legacy content which was developed for earlier
generations of browsers such as Netscape Navigator 4 as well as features which provide compatibility
with Internet Explorer 5 and 6. Unlike other browsers, Netscape Gecko is truly a cross platform
browser and providesidentical support on all operating systems where it is supported.

The easiest way to support Netscape Gecko is to create content which only uses the standards.
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Unfortunately, no other browser supports the standards as completely as Netscape Gecko which
means that web developers and authors are forced to continue to provide support for other browsers
which do not support the standards as fully. Fortunately, other browsers such as Internet Explorer 5
and 6 for Windows, to a lesser extent Internet Explorer 5 for Macintosh and Opera 6 also support the
standards to a degree. These other browsers also appear to be moving towards more complete and
rigorous support for the standards and there is hope that in the future web devel opers and authors will
be able to dispense with browser detection at |east with regard to features governed by standards.

We are still faced with the question of how to devel op standards based content while supporting the
differing implementations of modern browsers while at the same time supporting (to alesser degree)
older and less capable browsers. Browser detection is key to accomplishing this task.

Browser Detection History primer

To understand why many common browser detection strategies are inappropriate, we must first look
back on how these strategies came into being.

In the earliest days of the web, HTML was very simple, not standardized and did not include any
support for client side scripting. HTML itself was not standardized until HTML 2.0 was introduced in
late 1995 and it did not even include tables. Browser vendors such as Netscape and Microsoft
competed to add compelling features to the HTML they supported in their browsersin order to
provide the richest most compelling content to their users and to entice web authors to support them.
The abilities of browsers to support the latest and greatest content changed on an almost daily basis.

Web authors were faced from the beginning with a variety of browsers, some of which supported the
latest and greatest version HTML and some which did not. The solution was either to provide the
lowest-common denominator of HTML or to use browser detection techniques on the web server to
send customized content to each browser depending on what level of support the browser provided.
Server side browser detection using user agent strings was born.

User agent strings are defined in the HT TP protocol and are available to web servers (see REC 1945 -
Hypertext Transfer Protocal -- HTTP 1.0 and REC 2068 - Hypertext Transfer Protocol -- HTTP 1.1).

The most common approach at this time was to distinguish user agents by vendor and version using
the reported user agent string. Although this approach was considered reasonable at the time, this
approach caused problems for browser vendors right from the beginning. The original Netscape
browsers used a user agent string which began with the code name for the Netscape browser followed
by it's version number, e.g. Mozilla/version followed by a comment token which gave additional
information regarding the operating system being used, etc. Since the earliest browser detection
techniques were based upon looking for a Netscape based browser and only provided customized
content to browsers which used the Mozilla/version user agent string, other browser vendors
standardized on using Mozilla/version to signal that they were compatible with a particular Netscape
version. Since other browsers pretended to be Netscape browsers and encoded their version
information in a non-standard fashion in the user agent comment area, the task of determining which
browser was being used became more complicated than it should have been.

Netscape Navigator 2 introduced the ability to run JavaScript in web browsers. As browser evolution
continued, differencesin the implementation of scripting and the objects supported by browsers
appeared. Web authors were no longer limited to detecting browsers on their web servers, but could
now execute scripts client side (in the browser itself) which could be used to distinguish browsers.
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One of the earliest approaches to client side browser detection involved testing whether the browser
supported particular objects. An example of this approach involved testing for the existence of the
document.images object.

While object based detection was used in some circumstances, many web authors continued to use the
vendor/version approach to distinguishing web browsersin their client side scripts. Since the user
agent string was exposed as a property of the navigator object (e.g. navigator.userAgent), many web
authors used the same logic in their client side scripts as they had used earlier in their server side
browser detection. In addition to navigator.userAgent other properties such as appName and
appVersion were available in the navigator object which could be used in browser vendor/version
detection strategies.

The classic example of this vendor/version client side detection strategy can be found in the Ultimate
Browser Sniffer. This script and variants of it can be found today on many web siteswhereitisa
common source of detection problems.

Netscape Navigator 4 and Internet Explorer 4 introduced the ability to manipulate HTML content in a
browser (Dynamic HTML or DHTML) rather than on the web server and began the introduction of
support for CSSto style content. This generation of browser, in addition to sharing several features
which were not available in earlier versions, each implemented their own (incompatible) competing
abilities to manipulate content in aweb page.

Since each vendor's browser implemented different objects to perform DHTML, web authors began
to use object detection to distinguish vendor/version through the existence of particular JavaScript
objects. The existence of document.layers was sufficient to be sure that the browser was Netscape
Navigator 4 while the existence of document.all was sufficient to be sure that the browser was
Microsoft Internet Explorer 4. An implicit assumption by many web authors around this time was the
there were only two types of browser available... Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet Explorer.

These strategies of classifying browsers by vendor/version, assuming that the only browsers being
used where either Netscape Navigator 4 or Internet Explorer 4 failed when alternative browsers such
as those based upon Netscape Gecko were introduced. Many of the problems reported in the press
regarding Gecko's inability to display content were directly related to inadequate, inappropriate
browser detection strategies.

A final note on vendor/version strategies. A web developer who fully utilizes the browser detection
and distinctions in the Ultimate Browser Sniffer will produce code which uses code forks for many
browsers and versions. |magine attempting to maintain a web site which uses many of the browser
variables available from the Ultimate Browser Sniffer.

browser vendor IS nav, is ie, is_opera, is_hotjava, is webtv,
iIs TVNavigator,is AOLTV
browser version number is_major (integer indicating major version

number: 2, 3, 4 ...) is_minor (float indicating full
version number: 2.02, 3.01, 4.04 ...)

browser vendor AND major version number IS nav2,is nav3,is nav4, is _nav4up, is_nave,
is_navbup, is_gecko, is i€3, is ied, is_iedup,

is ie5, is iebup, is ie5 5,is ie5 5up, is_ieb,

is ie6up, is_hotjava3, is_hotjava3up, is_opera2,

Copyright © 2001-2003 Netscape. All rights reserved. Terms of Service | Privacy Policy
devedge.netscape.com


http://www.mozilla.org/docs/web-developer/sniffer/browser_type.html
http://www.mozilla.org/docs/web-developer/sniffer/browser_type.html
http://www.mozilla.org/docs/web-developer/sniffer/browser_type.html
http://home.netscape.com/terms/index.html
http://home.netscape.com/privacy/index.html
http://devedge.netscape.com

Browser Detection and Cross Browser Support - Page 4

browser vendor IS nav, is ie, is_opera, is_hotjava, is webtv,
iIs TVNavigator,is AOLTV

iSs_opera3, is _operad, is_operab, is_operabup

JavaScript version number is js(float indicating full JavaScript version
number: 1, 1.1, 1.2 ...)
OS platform and version IS win, is winl6, is win32, is win3l, is win95,

is winnt, is win98, is winme, is win2k, is_0s2,
IS _mac, is mac68k, is_macppc, is_unix, is_sun,
IS sund, is sunb, is suni86, is irix, is_irix5,

IS _irix6, is_hpux, is_hpux9, is_hpux10, is aix,

is aixl1,is aix2,is aix3, is aix4,is linux, is_sco,
IS_unixware, is_mpras, is_reliant, is_dec,

IS sinix, is freebsd, is bsd, is vms

Detecting browsers using this level of detail is unworkable, unmaintainable and violates the basic
principles of web authoring! | strongly advise everyone to avoid this trap.

Problems caused by inappropriate Browser Detection

Excluding Unknown Browsers

If you only provide tests for specific browsersin your detection logic, your site will not be usableif a
visitor uses a different browser. Consider the following example:

/1 WRONG APPRCACH - do not use!
if (docunent.all)

/'l Internet Explorer 4+
docurment . wite('<link rel="stylesheet" type="text/css"
src="style-ie.css">");

el se if (docunent. | ayers)
/1 Navigator 4

docurment . wite('<link rel="styl esheet" type="text/css"
src="styl e-nn.css">");

Note how the above example only provided stylesheets for Internet Explorer and Navigator 4 and
even then only if the visitor has JavaScript support turned on in their browser. Users of Netscape 6,
Netscape 7, CompuServe 7, Mozilla, Operawill not be able to view the site properly.

Misidentifying Browsers

A common mistake web authors make is to assume that if a browser is not Netscape Navigator 4, it
must be Internet Explorer and vice versa. For example:
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/1 VWRONG APPRQOACH - do not use!
i f

(docunent . all)
{
/1l Internet Explorer 4+
el m= docunent.all[' nmenu'];
el se

/1 Assume Navi gator 4
el m = docunent. | ayers[' nenu'];

}

Note how the above example assumed that any browser that was not Internet Explorer was Navigator
4 and attempted to use Layers. Thisis acommon source of problems when using browsers based
upon Netscape Gecko as well as Opera. A similar error can be seen in the following example:

/1 WWRONG APPROACH - do not use!
i f (docunent. | ayers)

/'l Navigator 4
el m = docunent. | ayers[' nenu'];

}

el se

[l Assune |Internet Explorer 4+
el m= docunent.all[' nenu'];

}

Netscape 6 was the first commercial browser released based upon Netscape Gecko. Dueto alack of

communication and understanding, many sites have created inappropriate detection strategies based

upon the Netscape 6 user agent string. Netscape 6's user agent string follows the HTTP standards for
specifying the version of the user agent. (see Mozilla user-agent strings and Netscape Gecko User

Agent Strings)
Mozillal/5.0 (...) Gecko/ 20001108 Netscape6/6.0

Thefirst vendor/version (Mozilla/5.0) indicates that Netscape 6 is afifth generation browser and is
not identical to earlier browsers. All Gecko based browsers currently report Mozilla/5.0 as their
primary version although no other browser does so at the moment. Hopefully when other browser
vendors achieve the same level of standards support as Gecko and begin to drop support for legacy
browsers, they too will begin to report version 5. Assuming that only Netscape Gecko will use
Mozilla/5.0 will cause your browser detection logic to fail as soon as another browser vendor releases
a browser which reports Mozilla/5.0.

The second vendor/version (Gecko/20001108) identifies Netscape 6 as a particular release of
Netscape Gecko which was built on November 8, 2000. If you must detect Gecko using the user agent
string, Gecko/CCYYMMDD is the most appropriate string to search for.

The third vendor/version (Netscape6/6.0) identifies this particular instance of a Gecko browser as
Netscape 6.0. Many sites keyed off of the existence of the string Netscape6 in the user agent and used
tests similar to:

i f (navigator.userAgent.indexOh(' Netscape6') !'= -1)
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/'l Netscape 6 code
}

Note how this type of detection misses any other Gecko based browser. Unfortunately, the Netscape 6
user agent string was not sufficiently generalizable dueto it's use of the string Netscape6 as a
description of the vendor. Netscape 7 corrects this error and introduces another chance for user agent
string based detection to fail.

Mozillal/5.0 (...) Gecko/200207XX Netscape/7.0

Note how Netscape 7 no longer uses the string Netscape6 as the Vendor. Any user agent string
detection strategy for Gecko based upon the existence of the string Netscape6 will fail to detect
Netscape 7.

Using JavaScript Objects to determine vendor/version

Aswe aready discussed, acommon approach in the past was to use objects to classify browsers by
vendor/version. A common type of detection which originally was written to support only Netscape
Navigator 4 and Internet Explorer 4 might look like:

/1 WRONG APPROACH - do not use!
if (docunent.all)

=

/1l 1 E4
hei ght = docunent. body. of f set Hei ght ;

el se if (docunent. | ayers)

/1 NN4

hei ght = wi ndow. i nner Hei ght ;
}
el se

/'l other

hei ght = 0;
}

With the introduction of the W3C DOM, the standard method document.getElementByld became
available in Internet Explorer 5 and later in Netscape 6 (Gecko). Many web authors decided that the
easiest way to add support for Netscape Gecko was to add another code fork as follows:

/1 WRONG APPRCACH - do not use!
if (docunent.all)

/'l 1E4
hei ght = docunent. body. of f set Hei ght ;

el se if (docunent.|ayers)

/'l NN4
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hei ght = wi ndow. i nner Hei ght ;
el se if (docunent. get El enment Byl d)

/1 They think this is Netscape Gecko
/1 but could be wong!
hei ght = wi ndow. i nner Hei ght ;

}

el se

/1 other
hei ght = 0;
}

The approach isincorrect since it assumes that the only other browser besides Internet Explorer 5+
that implements document.getElementByld is Netscape Gecko. Thisis not true today and will
become even less true as more browsers which support the W3C DOM Standards are introduced in
the future.

Recommendations

Target the standards and not particular browsers

While the period from 1994-2000 was dominated by incompatible non-standard browsers from
Netscape and Microsoft, today the dominating factor in web development are the standards proposed
by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C). Standards are important for web devel opers due to the
increased flexibility, power of presentation, support for users with disabilities to name just afew
reasons.

Targeting your web content to particular vendors ignores the possibility that other browsers which
support the same standards may be introduced in the future. A common problem on the web today is
the assumption that the only browsers in the world are Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet
Explorer. Thisignores the existence of Opera as well as the newer handheld devices which are being
used to access the web today and in the future.

Today, both Netscape (Netscape 6 and above) and Microsoft (Internet Explorer 5.5 and above)
provide browsers which due to their support for the standards are more similar than they are different.
This similarity will only increase as each browser implements more and more of the standards.

Netscape 6 and above, Internet Explorer 6 on Windows, and Internet Explorer 5 for Macintosh all
support DOCTY PE switching. Thisis atechnique where these browsers can be switched from Quirks
mode (which emulates buggy implementationsin earlier generation browsers) to Standards mode
(which more strictly adhers to the Standards). For new content, we recommend that you use a
DOCTY PE which will invoke Standards mode in Netscape Gecko and Internet Explorer 6. Thiswill
ensure that your designs work similarly in these browsers aswell asin any other browsers which
support the Standards.

Provide support for unknown browsers
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Always provide content and code paths for unknown browsers. The recommended approach isto
assume that any unknown browser supports the basic standards of HTML and CSS and to a certain
extent JavaScript and the W3C DOM. Thiswill guarantee that your content will be supported today
and in the future by any browser which supports the standards.

Limit the use of vendor/version specific features

Authoring content which is standards compliant is the easiest way to support the widest range of user
agents and to decrease your maintenance costs. While it is not always possible to avoid
vendor/version specific differences between browsers, the use of such features and the distinction
between browsers based on vendor/version should be strictly limited to those areas where it is still
required.

Limit the use of User Agent String based Detection

Server side browser detection requires the use of user agent strings. We recommend that the use of
user agent string based detection be limited to server side situations and except in those circumstances
where it is absolutely required such as when details of the Netscape Gecko branch are required.

There are legitimate reasons to use the user agent string (or the navigator object) to determine exactly
what vendor, version or operating system is being used. Many financia sites (banks, online stock
trading firms, etc) have very strict policies with respect to what browsers they support. Thisisdueto
the history of security exploits that have been discovered in older browsers. If you have the need to
only allow specific versions of browsers to use your secure site, then the user agent string and the
related information from the navigator object can be very useful.

Y ou can a'so use detailed information regarding a browser's version to work around bugs in specific
releases of a browser. However, this can quickly become a maintenance nightmare if you are not
careful. | recommend that you only provide work arounds for bugs on atemporary basis and as soon
as bugs are corrected in newer releases of the browser that you require your visitors to upgrade their
browser.

Provide downlevel pagesfor older browsers

No commercia web site today makes complete support for Netscape Navigator versions 1, 2 or 3 or
Microsoft Internet Explorer 3 arequirement. The reasons are that the capabilities of such browsers are
far too limited compared to more modern browsers, the added devel opment and quality assurance
requirements add too much to the development cost of web sites and the market share of such
browsers does not justify the expense of supporting them.

One of the most important decisions you can make in order to improve the quality of your site and
decrease development, maintenance and quality assurance costs is to provide only limited support for
older browsers such as Netscape Navigator 4 and Internet Explorer 4. One of the more common
approaches in major web sitesisto provide a downlevel version of aweb page to older browsers
while providing aricher page which uses advanced CSS and JavaScript to more modern browsers.
This can be accomplished through server side browser detection either as part of a scripted solution or
as part of the web server's native ability to serve different content to different user agents. This
approach does not necessarily require you to author separate pages for downlevel and modern
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browsers. A common solution is to author content in a neutral format such as XML and use XSLT
transformations to generate the necessary HTML for each class of browser.

Whether a particular browser should be provided with downlevel content depends to an extent on
what features of CSS or JavaScript are being used in the advanced content. Netscape Navigator 4 and
Internet Explorer 4 should both be considered downlevel browsers for most pages due to their limited
support for CSS and the more recent DOM based standards. If your pages make use of advanced
JavaScript which manipulates or creates new content using the W3C DOM Core, then Opera 5 and 6
should be considered downlevel aswell due to their limited support for the W3C DOM.

The future belongs to devel opers and browsers which support standards. If you fail to take advantage
of the coming change in browsers, your competitors will eat your lunch. Once that happens, the only
place your web site will be found is on the web archive.

Use non-script based detection methods where possible

Older browsers have many limitations which result in their ignoring more advanced features. By
judiciously using these limitations in older browsers you can include modern content while at the
same time supporting older browsers.

HTML provides several methods of detecting support for various features such as support for
scripting and FRAMES. Use these natural abilities of HTML to extend the range of browsers your
content supports.

Using NOFRAMES to support NON-FRAMES capable browsers

<HTM_>
<HEAD>
<TI TLE>SFRAMES</ Tl TLE>
</ HEAD>
<FRAMESET ROW5="30, *" >
<FRAME SRC="fo0.htm ">
<FRAME SRC="bar.htm ">
<NOFRAMES>
<BODY>
<pP>
This page requires franmes. See <a
hr ef =" nof ranes. ht m " >si t emap</ a>.
</ P>
</ BODY>
</ NOFRANVES>
</ FRAMVESET>
</ HTM.>

Using NOSCRIPT to support non-scriptable browsers

Some browsers may not support scripting while some users may have scripting support turned off in
their browser. Use the NOSCRIPT tag to provide these users with alternative unscripted versions of
your pages or to at least notify them of the need to use scripting in order to view your content
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properly.

Since browsers such as Netscape Navigator 4 and Internet Explorer 4 do not support some of the most
recent additions to the JavaScript (ECM A Script) standard, it is often necessary to limit the use of
advanced JavaScript features such as exception processing. One approach isto require that users of
browsers which do not support the level of JavaScript used in your content to turn off JavaScript in
order to be able to use your content. Y ou can do this by providing an error message for users of older
browsers as well as alternative content contained in NOSCRIPT tags.

<HTM_>
<HEAD>
<TI TLE>NOSCRI PT</ Tl TLE>
</ HEAD>
<BODY>
<SCRI PT LANGUAGE="JavaScri pt">
wi ndow. onerror = function ()

/1l redirect user to a page describing the limtations
/1 of their browser and requesting that they turn off
/1 JavaScript in order to view your site.

}
/'l Netscape Navigator 4 will throw an error
/1 on any JavaScript which attenpts to use
/1l try ... catch exception processing.
try
{
/'l Code to inplenent fancy Menu
}
catch (errors)
{
/1 handl e Exceptions
}
</ SCRI PT>
<NOSCRI PT>
<l--

if javascript is not enabled, then the browser

will display the contents of the NOSCRI PT tag

which in this case is a sinple MENU i npl enent ed

as an unordered |ist.

-->

<UL>
<Ll ><A HREF="choi cel. ht ml ">Choi cel</ A></ LI >
<Ll ><A HREF="choi ce2. ht M ">Choi ce2</ A></ LI >

</ UL>

</ NOSCRI PT>
</ BODY>
</ HTML>

Using SCRIPT LANGUAGE to choose the browser where it will
be executed

The choice of scripting language is determined by the LANGUAGE attribute of the script tag.
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Internet Explorer 4 and above can support avariety of script languages. The most common are
VBSCRIPT and JavaScript. Internet Explorer also uses JSCRIPT as a synonym for JavaScript. Since
other browsers do not support the language attribute VBSCRIPT or JSCRIPT you can use these
languages when you wish certain scripts to only be executed by Internet Explorer 4 and above.

<HTM_>
<HEAD>
<TI TLE>SCRI PT Languages</ Tl TLE>
</ HEAD>
<BODY>
<SCRI PT LANGUAGE="JavaScri pt">
/1 JavaScript Code to inplenment fancy Menu
/1 Visible to all JavaScript capable browsers
</ SCRI PT>
<SCRI PT LANGUAGE="JScri pt">
/1 JavaScript Code that uses proprietary
/[l Internet Explorer features not available in
/'l other browsers.
</ SCRI PT>
<SCRI PT LANGUAGE="VBScri pt" >
/1 VBScript Code that uses proprietary
/'l Internet Explorer features not available in
[l other browsers.
</ SCRI PT>
</ BODY>
</ HTM.>

Using Netscape Navigator 4's CSS limitations

It is possible to use Netscape Navigator 4's limitations for CSS support to automatically exclude
certain CSS rules from ever being seen by Navigator 4.

For example, Navigator 4 does not understand the @import directive in CSS and will not load any
external CSS Style sheets specified via @import. This technique can be used to provide basic
common CSSrulesfor al browsers (including Navigator 4) while providing more advanced rulesin a
external CSSfile for more modern CSS compliant browsers.

<STYLE type="text/css">
/* Navigator 4 CSS rules */
</ STYLE>

<STYLE type="text/css">

/* Advanced CSS rul es ignored by Navigator 4 */
@ nport "advanced. css";

</ STYLE>

A similar technique is available for hiding CSS rules from Navigator 4 using the fact that Navigator 4
will ignore CSS rules after an occurence of /*/*/ in a stylesheet.

<STYLE type="text/css">
/* Navigator 4 CSS rules */

Copyright © 2001-2003 Netscape. All rights reserved. Terms of Service | Privacy Policy
devedge.netscape.com


http://home.netscape.com/terms/index.html
http://home.netscape.com/privacy/index.html
http://devedge.netscape.com

Browser Detection and Cross Browser Support - Page 12

[*]*]
/* Advanced CSS rul es ignored by Navigator 4 */
</ STYLE>

DevEdge uses this technique to hide advanced CSS from Navigator 4.

Use feature oriented object detection

Object detection is a powerful method of providing cross browser support in your web content.
Although you can use object detection as just another means of distinguishing between
vendor/version the technique showsit's true power when used to detect features rather than browsers.

Feature oriented object detection is the testing for the existence of specific objects before attempting
to use them in ascript. The classic exampleis:

i f (docunent.inages)

/1 code which processes the inmages

}

The advantage to feature detection isthat it will work regardless of the vendor/version. We can
rewrite the earlier example which illustrated problems with using objects to determine vendor/version
to use feature detection instead.

i f (docunent.body && typeof (docunent. body. of fset Hei ght) == 'nunber')
hei ght = docunent. body. of f set Hei ght ;

else if (typeof (w ndow. i nnerHeight) == 'nunber')
hei ght = wi ndow. i nner Hei ght ;

}él se

| hei ght = 0;

Note how the previous example does not make assumptions about which browser is being used.
Instead, it only tests for the objects which it wishes to use. Since the numeric values could potentially
be zero, the script tests the type of the objects to make sure they are numbers instead.

Gecko and Navigator 4

Gecko is the replacement for Navigator 4 and as such retains many features from Navigator 4. The
basic differences between Navigator 4 and Gecko can be easily summarized by:

Differences between Gecko and Navigator 4
Gecko is standards conformant

Gecko supports many more standards than Navigator 4 and implements them correctly unlike
Navigator 4.
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Gecko does not support Layers

Navigator 4 introduced the Layer API which it used to manipulate content and which formed the
basis of DHTML in Navigator 4.

Layers however were not accepted by the W3C either in HTML or in the DOM. Since Gecko's
mission was to be the most standards conformant browser possible, Layers were not supported. This
lack of backwards compatibility has been the cause of many problems for web authors, but can easily
be overcome through proper authoring and browser detection strategies. As the use of Navigator 4
decreases and more authors use the standards in their content, Layers and the problems they cause
will disappear.

Gecko and Internet Explorer

Gecko implements a number of Internet Explorer only proprietary features especially with respect to
their DHTML object model. Gecko's support for a number of |E's features has steadily increased
since the introduction of Netscape 6 in November 2000. The best approach to take advantage of these
|E compatibility featuresin Gecko isto use object based feature detection. Thiswill automatically use
any such features in Gecko if they are available in the version of Gecko being used. See the Client
Object Cross Reference for more details on which Internet Explorer's objects and properties are
supported by which version of Gecko.

A number of Internet Explorer features are not supported by Gecko. These include the window.event
object, behaviors, filters, transitions, and ActiveX.

How (and when) to use the navigator object when detecting Gecko

Unless you specifically need to detect if Gecko isbeing used, do not use these methods. These
methods should only be used in circumstances which can not be handled by using object feature
detection such as when specific versions of Gecko must be excluded for security reasons.

Note: For client side detection, we recommend using the navigator object and it's properties. All of
the information reported in the navigator is also available in the user agent string which can be used
in server side situations.

Product

navigator.product is specific to Gecko browsers and will aways return 'Gecko'. Theisaquick and
simple means of determining that a browser is based upon Netscape Gecko.

CVSBranch Tag

Beginning in Gecko 0.9.0 (Netscape 6.1 in Gecko 0.9.2), navigator.userAgent contains the CVS
branch tag of the source which was used to create the version of Gecko being used in the browser.
The branch tag is contained in the comment area of the user agent string and follows the string 'rv:'. In
the following example, the branch tag isa.b.c.
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Mozillal/5.0 (...; rv:a.b.c) Gecko/ CCYYMMDD Vendor/ versi on

Gecko browsers which are built from the same branch share the same basic version of Netscape
Gecko and can be treated similarly when dealing with HTML, CSS, JavaScript, etc. For example,
Netscape 6.2, 6.2.1, 6.2.2, 6.2.3 and CompuServe 7 are al built from the 0.9.4 branch and therefore
share similar behavior in many ways.

Netscape 6.0 contained M 18 rather than the rv value
Netscape 6.1 0.9.2

Netscape 6.2 0.94

Netscape 6.2.1 094

Netscape 6.2.2 094.1

Netscape 6.2.3 094.1

CompuServe 7 094.2

Netscape 7.0 101

Netscape 7.01 1.0.2

Asyou can see, al versions of Netscape 6.2 and CompuServe 7 were created from the 0.9.4 branch.
The distinction between 0.9.4, 0.9.4.1, 0.9.4.2 is minor.

Note: The branch tag is astring and can contain more than single digitsin any particular level. For
example, it is conceivable that someday there will exist branch tags similar to 2.2.0 and 2.12.36.
Since these values are strings, it is not possible to use relative string comparisons to determine which
branch tag came later. In our example, branch 2.2.0 was created before 2.12.36 however comparing
these values as strings shows '2.2.0' > '2.12.36'. The JavaScript function geckoGetRv() provides one
solution to this problem by converting the branch tag in the user agent string into a floating point
number where each level of the branch tag is considered as a number from 0-99.

0.9.2 0.0902
094 0.0904
094.1 0.090401
0.9.4.2 0.090402
101 1.0001
1.0.2 1.0002
2.20 2.02
2.12.36 2.1236

geckoGetRv() returns values which can be compared using greater than, less than, etc. geckoGetRv()
isnot an official part of Netscape Gecko however is provided as an example of approaches you can
take to compare the different branch tags today and in the future.

Build Date
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navigator.productSub is specific to Gecko browsers and will return a string containing the date the
browser was built in the format CCYYMMDD (e.g. '20020801' for August 1, 2002). If you are
concerned about a specific security issue in Gecko and know for example that all Gecko browsers
contain afix for the issue after a certain date, you can check that the navigator.productSub value is
after that date.

Y ou can also distinquish between point releases using a combination of the branch tag and the build
date. For example, Netscape 6.2.2 and Netscape 6.2.3 both have branch tags 0.9.4.1, but Netscape
6.2.2 has navigator.productSub == '20020314" while Netscape 6.2.3 has navigator.productSub ==
'20020508'.

vendor/version

All Gecko browsers report the vendor and vendor's version both in the navigator object and the user
agent string. The vendor and version information is not as useful as the branch tag and the build date
however and we do not recommend their use. However, if you wish, you can distinguish the different
types of Gecko browser using these values. Aswe saw earlier, the vendor/version appear in the user
agent string following the Gecko version.

Mozillal/5.0 (...; rv:a.b.c) Gecko/ CCYYMVDD Vendor/ versi on

The vendor is available in the navigator object as navigator.vendor while the vendor's version is
available as navigator.vendorSub.

Netscape 6.0 Netscapeb
Netscape 6.01 Netscapeb
Netscape 6.1 Netscapeb
Netscape 6.2 Netscapeb
Netscape 6.2.1 Netscapet
Netscape 6.2.2 Netscapeb
Netscape 6.2.3 Netscapeb
CompuServe 7.0 CS20007.0
Netscape 7 Preview Release 1 Netscape
Netscape 7.0 Netscape
Netscape 7.01 Netscape
Examples

If you are like me, you learn best from examples. Studying how other authors use browser detection
and cross browser coding techniques in the best way to learn.

Example 1 - object based feature detection
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This example illustrates the use of feature detection. Note that Gecko 1.0 (Netscape 7) and later
implement the proprietary Internet Explorer feature clientWidth while Netscape 6 did not. In this
example, Netscape 7 and Internet Explorer 5+ will automatically use clientWidth while Netscape
Navigator 4, Netscape 6, CompuServe 7 and Operawill use innerWidth.

Compare how you would have had to code this using vendor/version based detection approaches.

i f (w ndowRef.docunent. body &&
t ypeof (W ndowRef . docunent . body. client Wdth) == ' nunber")

/1 Gecko 1.0 (Netscape 7) and Internet Explorer 5+
wi dt h = wi ndowRef . docunent . body. cl i ent W dt h;

}
else if (typeof (w ndowRef.innerWdth) == "'nunber')

/'l Navigator 4.x, Netscape 6.x, CompuServe 7 and Opera
wi dt h = wi ndowRef . i nner W dt h;

}
Example 2 - object based feature detection

Cross Browser Support

This example also illustrates the use of feature detection and shows the complications that can arise
from the non standard implementations in other browsers.

function noveEl enent(id, x, y)

{

/'l nove the element with id to X,y
/'l where x,y are the horizontal
/1 and vertical position in pixels

var elm= null;
i f (docunent. get El ement Byl d)

[l browser inplenents part of WBC DOM HTM
/'l Gecko, Internet Explorer 5+, Opera 5+
el m = docunent . get El enent Byl d(i d);

else if (docunent.all)

[l Internet Explorer 4 or Opera wth |IE user agent
el m = docunent.all[id];

el se if (docunent.|ayers)

/1 Navigator 4
el m = docunent .| ayers[id];

}
if (lelm
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/1 browser not supported or elenent not found
else if (elmstyle)

[l browser inplenents part of WBC DOM Styl e
/'l Gecko, Internet Explorer 4+, Opera 5+

if (typeof (elmstyle.left) == "nunber')
{
/1 Opera 5/6 do not inplenent the standard correctly

/1 and assune that elmstyle.left and simlar properties
/'l are nunbers.

elmstyle.left = x;
elmstyle.top =vy;
}
el se
{
/1 Gecko/Internet Explorer 4+
/1 WBC DOM Style states that elmstyle.left is a string
/1l containing the length followed by the unit. e.g. 10px
/1 Gecko will allow you to omt the unit only in Quirks
/'l node.
/'l Gecko REQUI RES the unit when operating in Standards
/'l node.
elmstyle.left = x + '"px';
elmstyle.top =y + 'px';
| }
else if (typeof(elmleft) == "'nunber')
/'l Navigator 4
elmleft = x;
elmtop =y;

}
}

Standards only

Consider how simple this function isif you code it according to the W3C standards.

function noveEl enent(id, x, y)

{

/1 nove the elenent with id to x,y
/'l where x,y are the horizontal
/1l and vertical position in pixels

var el m = docunent. get El enent Byl d(i d);

if (elm
elmstyle.left = x + 'px';
elmstyle.top =y + 'px';
}
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}

Ask yourself this: "Is supporting non-standard browsers worth the development and maintenance
costs?'

Example 3 - Detecting specific Netscape Gecko branches

/ return the rv value of a Gecko user agent

/ as a floating point nunber.

/[ returns -1 for non-gecko browsers,

/ O for pre Netscape 6.1/ Gecko 0.9.1 browsers
/ nunber > 0 where each portion of

/ the rv value delimted by .

/ will be treated as value out of 100.

/ e.g. for rv: 3.12.42,

; get GeckoRv() returns 3.1242

u

/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
/
function geckoGet Rv()
{

i f (navigator.product !="'Gecko")

return -1;
var rvVal ue
var ua
var rvStart
var rvEnd

0;

navi gat or . user Agent . t oLower Case() ;
ua.indexOh ("rv:');

ua.indextf(')", rvStart);

var rv ua. substring(rvStart+3, rvEnd);
var rvParts rv.split('.");

var exp 1;

for (var i = 0; I < rvParts.length; i++)

var val = parselnt(rvParts[i]);
rvVval ue += val [/ exp;
exp *= 100;

return rvVval ue;

/1l determne if the browser is any Netscape CGecko
/1l branch >= 1.0.1 or Netscape 6.2.x/ConpuServe 7
[l built after August 1, 2002

var rv = geckoGet Rv();
var found = fal se;
if (rv >=0)

/1 Gecko browser
i f (navigator.product Sub > '20020801")
{
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if (rv >= 1.0001)
found = true;
}
else if (rv >= 0.0904 && rv < 0.0905)

i f (navigator.vendor == 'Netscape6' || navigator.vendor == "'CS
2000 7.0")

{

}
}
}

found = true;

}
Example 4 - The International Herald-Tribune

This gite illustrates many of the techniques described in this article. They use downlevel pagesfor less
capable browsers combined with object based feature detection to produce a compelling and
interesting site.

Examples From DevEdge
xbDOM

» xbMarquee
» xbPositionabl eElement
* xbAnimatedElement

Conclusion

Aswe have seenin this article, the browser detection story is still quite complicated due to
differences between the modern browsers such as Netscape Gecko/Internet Explorer 6 and the older
or non-standard browsers such as Netscape Navigator 4. Y ou may say to yourself "If only all
browsers were as good as Netscape Gecko and Internet Explorer 6, then my job would be so much
easier!".

| would like to leave you with this thought. In the past, users did not have the choice of picking a
browser which implemented the standards however today they do have achoice. Thereisno
compelling reason for anyone in the world to continue to use a browser which does not support the
standards. However, as long as web devel opers continue to code work arounds for these older
browsers, users will not have a compelling reason to upgrade. By ceasing to support older browsers,
you can provide areason for users to upgrade. Thiswill benefit not only them, but yourself as well.
Supporting only standards based browsers can reduce development and maintanance costs as well as
increase the dynamic and compelling content which will attract visitors and increase your revenue.
The choiceisyours... Decide to support the standards today!

Links

* Netscape Gecko Compatibility Handbook
* Mozillauser-agent strings
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Object Cross Reference - navigator

Netscape Gecko User Agent Strings

RFC 1945 - Hypertext Transfer Protocol -- HTTP 1.0
RFEC 2068 - Hypertext Transfer Protocol -- HTTP 1.1
Client Object Cross References

Quirks Mode in Mozilla

CSS Enhancementsin Internet Explorer 6

W3C

W3C Markup

W3C Technica Recommendations

W3CHTML 4.01

W3C CSS1

W3C CSS 2

W3C DOM Core 2

W3C DOM HTML 2

W3C DOM Style 2
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