IPGRI's website needs

This document attempts to set out some ideas of the sort of functionality needed to populate the IPGRI website in future. It can be considered as a first attempt to outline the sort of needs of at least one content provider.  I would welcome contributions from other content providers, either now or at later stages in the process when the fulfillment of these needs is being assessed.

Existing IPGRI web pages are broadly speaking of two types: those that contain immediately usable informative content (pages, whether dynamic or static, that are not either lists of links or access points to IPGRI databases) and those that enable users to search for content (lists of links, access points to IPGRI databases and the output of searches of those databases). This document does not apply to database search and output pages, though it could be extended to include those.

Content management system

It is vital completely to separate content and presentation, for several reasons. Most importantly, it allows content providers to focus on content and designers to implement presentation, with efficient use of both groups' time. As a bonus it further allows testing of different presentations using the same content.

Any CMS (bought, adopted and modified, re-invented) must satisfy several criteria:

It must be browser based, operable from any browser on any platform.

It must be easy to use, as defined by the content providers. (This criterion will obviously need to be expanded on, but includes, for example, the ability to modify content directly from any browser.)

It must require no knowledge of HTML. (For example, any internal formatting (emphasis, links, insertion of images) not implemented by templates must be applied by means of buttons or similar.)

It must be flexible, scalable and efficient.

It must have a built-in approval process.

It must be secure.

It must not require the presence of a developer for any normal use.

It must deliver content correctly to all devices and browsers specified by the content providers.

It should be open to the extent that it does not depend on closed or proprietary standards.

It should operate in real time, rather than on any fixed schedule of updating.

It should permit use of any variable at any point in any template.

This list is neither exhaustive nor final.

Implementation

The details of implemention are effectively the province of the service providers but it is essential that the natural distinction between what appears on the user's screen and how that information gets there is respected. The content providers are effectively the clients of the service providers; they have to be satisfied with the service that is provided. The content providers will not interfere with implementation, while the service providers will not determine any aspect of content or presentation [I AM NOT SURE THAT I CAN AGREE WITH THIS – THIS IS A CORPORATE WEB SITE AND CERTAIN STYLISTIC STANDARDS MUST BE IMPOSED].

Migration of existing content is clearly an issue that will need to be addressed, but the past should not influence the implementation of the future system. Ideally the old and new systems would co-exist in parallel with the old phased out logically. Migrating pages could be an ideal basis for training content providers in the use of the new system.

Design

In many respects the existing web design attempts to emulate IPGRI's printed outputs. Any redesign should maintain IPGRI's identity but recognize more fully the essential differences between the printed page and the computer screen. The input of content providers and users will be a vital part of finalizing designs, and one of the great advantages of a content management system that separates content from presention is that it enables presentation (design) to be adjusted without affecting content.

Next steps

If there is general agreement to the approach outlined then I believe we should hold a clearly focused and facilitated meeting at which the two basic parties can exchange ideas, requirements and suggestions. A list of topics to be considered at such a meeting would need to be drawn up in advance. It would then be up to the service provider to draft a specification for agreement and then to implement the system.

In a parallel process, the design element of the service would begin to use the outputs of the specification process to start creating templates in consultation with the content providers.

Timed, staged development with appropriate and sufficient feedback and modification loops needs to be agreed.

Types of content (not templates!):

Home pages (overall and sub-site)

High turnover ("news") with and without pictures

Low turnover (information) with and without pictures (broken up into screenfuls?)

Printable versions

Lists of links (menus, news headlines, sub pages)

Database search access (how many kinds?)

Database search output (how many kinds?)

Freetext site search and output

Others?
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