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1. Background to meeting

OEK’s primary goal in agricultural information management (AIM) is to enhance the availability and the accessibility of information content.  In this context, OEKC’s current policy position is that its AIM work should concentrate on developing tools to facilitate data interoperability, integration and use of standard vocabularies (e.g. AGROVOC) and standard encodings, AGRIS Application Profile and other schemas, Linked Open Data formats.  However, OEKC is also of necessity working on specialized content management systems (CMS) that are used to produce websites, blogs, forums, manage digital objects (e.g. publications, projects, organization, experts), build communication channels, and organize communities.
These specialized CMS have existed in various forms since the days of mainframe computers, but they have evolved enormously in recent years as the Internet has expanded and diversified.  There are commercial CMS solutions (e.g. Microsoft Sharepoint), some very popular open source solutions (e.g. Wordpress, Joomla, Drupal), and  numerous proprietary solutions for specific projects and applications (e.g. WebAGRIS). Clearly, such CMS are not the only way to manage content. Content management starts with the Operating System and general purpose tools like MS Office or open-Office.  Today, Web2.0 offers a range of centralized services for content management as Google Docs, FlickR, Delicious etc.  In fact, a practical content management solution will always include elements of using generic ICT, centralized Web2.0, services, and specific CMS.  The establishment of specialized CMS always requires a substantial amount of resources and therefore needs to be considered very carefully.
The objective of the meeting was to discuss FAO’s (OEK and RNE) position on the development and support for specialized CMS in member countries and partners, and GFAR was also represented in the meeting as a key international actor in this field.  Many partners at various levels continue ask FAO’s advice and help in the selection, adoption and use of CMS.  In addition, FAO has a long and widespread involvement in development and deployment of CMS, with tools such as WebAGRIS and the NERAKIN suite.

2.  Presentations

· Magdi Latif presented the considerable work done in RNE to develop the various tools for AIM which constitute the NERAKIN suite, including the DIMS (Documents Information Management System) – and he explained the evolution of these tools, but also the existing range of different solutions, and their deployment in countries including Egypt, Jordan and Oman.
· Johannes Keizer gave an introductory presentation on the background to OEKC/GFAR collaboration on CMS; 

· Valeria Pesce presented the work that OEKC/GFAR has done recently on development of "AgriDrupal";

· Imma Subirats presented the work that OEKC/GFAR has done recently on development of "AgriOceanDspace"
3. Factors influencing choice of CMS
Specialized CMS are currently and will remain important issues for FAO/GFAR, because AIM standards remain theoretical unless they are implemented through such tools.  Choice of specialized CMS has the potential to generate conflicts of interest inside and outside FAO, and there are possibilities for  significant legacy problems through misplaced investments in CMS. Therefore criteria are needed to guide decisions about, and consideration of, CMS tools.  The selection of a CMS is not a simple decision tree, given that there is a multidimensional matrix of factors that bear on the choice.  Some of the levels of this matrix were discussed:
 

Factors related to the environment (see the CIARD “onion” diagram) in which tools are used, now and in the future:
· Content – scale (number and size) and type of digital objects to be managed
· People – (a) profiles and locations; (b) existing skills and preferences; 
· Institutions – roles and responsibilities

· Infrastructure – existing information technology and system architecture (i.e. onsite or remote/centralized)
· Policies – national and institutional

· Funding

 

Factors related to the technologies themselves:
· Usability:  functional richness; robustness (e.g. simplicity of installation and reliability); user-friendliness; flexibility; use of or openness to global standards.
Note:  Attention is too often centered only on functional richness and user friendliness.
· Sustainability:  mandate and continuing presence of developer (onsite or commercial) or development community (open source software); continuing availability of local technical support; pricing policy (commercial solution).
Note: CMS tools need to be constantly updated, because requirements change and so does the technological environment. Practically this means that we should be very careful in developing or supporting something that is not backed by a strong and healthy software company (with a responsible policy in pricing and support) or by a considerable open source community that constantly supports the product.  Otherwise your tool is a constant sink of money or gets outdated in a very short time.  WebAgris is an example for this - although FAO had no other options when it invested into it. 
· Strategic Value:  mandate of developer; foreseeable future of the technology;  nature of the user community; user environment

Note: Neglecting consideration of these strategic values can lead to investment in an option which is good for the needs of today but might clearly fail to cater for the future needs which are already known (Web2.0, RDF, Linked Data).
  

Specific considerations about existing CMS tools being used by FAO/GFAR
 

The following summaries and considerations are NOT a systematic analysis of the issues, as they highlight only a few of the key facts provided during the meeting.

· NERAKIN Suite:  The NERAKIN Suite is a highly functional CMS with a range of tools to manage agricultural information objects in categories such as Publications, Projects,  Institutions, Experts, News, Events. It is multilingual and compliant with global and sectoral standards.  The architecture is a mix of commercial components, open source components and proprietary FAO produced code for the business logic of the application.  The system is based on a commercial OS (Windows), uses other Microsoft tools as IIS and the Dot.Net framework.  From the open source area, MySQL and Lucene are integrated.  Nearly all the business processes are coded by the RNE team in Active Server Pages, and any new business process needs to have code written and applied by the RNE team.

· WebAgris. WebAgris is an outdated CMS with no new developments for some years. OEKC will support the product as long there is a single AGRIS centre using it, but there will be no further investment in WebAgris and OEKC will not propose any new installations of WebAgris.  Problems with the use of WebAgris will accumulate in the next few years with changing Operating Systems and retirement of people with ISIS experience. The workplan for the next few years will be to help FAO’s partners move WebAgris databases to DSpace or to Drupal.

· “AgriOceanDspace” and “AgriDrupal”.  
DSpace is a powerful and sophisticated CMS used to create and manage institutional (or topic) repositories, and open archives. It has an openSource community backed by the DURA SPACE foundation, and it is Java-based.  
Drupal is a CMS created as communication tool and is now a development environment for a very wide range of functions on the web.  Drupal is a PHP-based CMS with a huge developer community and an enormous pace of development.
Anyone with a repository with thousands of deposits a year, perhaps without responsibility for the website, would be advised to choose DSpace.  Anyone with a small repository who also needs to manage a website, library and/or Intranet, can manage all these functions with Drupal.  Although Drupal was not created to manage scholarly repositories, this does not mean that it cannot be used for this. “OpenAgri” in India is based on Drupal, and the AgriDrupal installation in BanglaDesh was manages a website, library and  repository with one CMS. 
· AgriOcean Dspace.   OEKC/GFAR have invested in this CMS, with customizations of DSpace taken up and implemented by the “OceanDoc” developers, and a specific AgriOcean Dspace has been created.  OEKC is contributing a thesaurus plug-in which will link to AGROVOC, and is defining the different data output formats. This is co-ordinated with the bigger DSpace community and some of the developments of AgriOcean DSpace will go into the DSpace Core in new versions.  OEKC will support for the Agricultural community using AgriOcean Dspace, and IODE will support for the Ocean community, although the two do overlap.  If institutions from Africa or elsewhere choose DSPace, FAO should encourage them to join the AgriOcean Dspace community, that is just being setting up on the AIMS site.
· AgriDrupal. OEKC/GFAR have invested in this initiative over 4 years.  Five CGIAR centres, Cornell University Mann Library, the AgroPedia Indica project and many other institutional partners are using Drupal.  The term “AgriDrupal” was developed to describe a community of Drupal users in the area of Agricultural Research for Development which exchanges knowledge, experiences and also code, and it is not a specific software or installation profile. OEKC/GFAR are just preparing an e-Conference for September to discuss the nature and agenda of this community and the actions to be undertaken.  The AgriDrupal community initiative has a very strategic goal as a consumer and producer of Linked Open Data.  These actions will be linked back to the CIARD Content Management Task Force.
 

Conclusions on Future Strategy
It was agreed that ideally FAO should try to adopt a neutral position on countries’ and partners’ selection of CMS, but that FAO also has to manage the legacy of previous and current involvements in CMS development and deployment in member countries and partner organizations. 
FAO’s national, regional and international partners use a wide variety of tools for similar functions, and FAO should not necessarily try to influence them to adopt certain tools.  Although a position of neutrality on tools is fine in principle, decisions are often necessary to resolve problems faced by national/regional partners.  It was agreed that FAO’s approach to all AIM technologies and tools has to be led by pragmatism and not by philosophy.  If open source solutions are to be adopted and supported, this will be because of practical reasons and not because of theoretical principles.
It was recognized that FAO is in fact a software producer for many reasons, and provides software tools to its partners.  But with regard to the particular case of specialized CMS, the participants agreed that FAO should move towards a position in which it does not work on the development of a CMS that is proprietary to the Organization.  

Collaboration on CMS:  Demand from countries and partners led to the development of WebAgris and the NERAKIN suite, and to OEKC’s investment in the "AgriDrupal" and "AgriOceanDspace" communities.  These CMS tools are applicable in the same area of AIM, and it would be desirable to have collaboration on tools in this area for greater efficiency and economies of scale.  Action:  All parties (OEKC/RNE/GFAR) agreed to collaborate more closely.
The NERAKIN CMS suite:  This provides a wide range of appropriate functionality and its deployments in various national implementations cannot be quickly modified/abandoned.  The one disadvantage is that a major part of the application is proprietary code which is developed and managed by FAO, which makes it relatively expensive to maintain and upgrade, and it could be vulnerable to changes in FAO priorities.  With regard to the future of the NERAKIN suite, it was agreed that in due course RNE will start a process by which national implementations will be successively ported to the open source platforms adopted by OEK (Drupal and DSpace). 
Global Coherence:  All parties agreed that the issue of selection and enhancement of CMS is a key issue which should be taken up in the wider environment through the CIARD partners and the Content Management Task Force.
