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• CERN: the place where the Web was born

• Web governance at CERN

• .cern top-level domain (TLD)

• Web hosting at CERN

• Content Management Systems: Drupal → WordPress

• Web hosting platforms and their evolution

• Upgrades and migrations: lessons learned

• Conclusions and open questions

Agenda
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CERN: the place where the Web was born in 1989
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Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the World Wide Web The first Web server (Tim’s desktop computer)



CERN’s “404 Not Found” page
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Web’s 30th anniversary at CERN in 2019
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Web governance at CERN (since 2023)
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Tier 1: CERN Web Governance Board

Mandate: Ensure alignment of CERN’s web presence with the organizational strategy

Members: Director for International Relations (co-chair), IT Department Head (co-chair), 

Sector Representatives, and co-chairs of the CERN Web Presence Committee

Tier 2: CERN Web Presence Committee

Mandate: Ensure alignment of CERN’s web presence with the communications strategy 

and with existing web & IT technology

Members: IR-ECO Head of Media and Digital Communication (co-chair), IR-ECO Web Manager, 

IR-ECO Digital Editor, Head of IT-PW (co-chair), IT-PW Web Infrastructure Team Manager

Departmental Web Representatives

Mandated by Heads of Department to provide support 

for the implementation of the web governance



.cern top-level domain (TLD)

• CERN owns .cern TLD since 2015

• Used by CERN home page (https://home.cern) and other highly-visible websites
• E.g. cms.cern, careers.cern, visits.cern, beams.cern etc.

• At the same time, most CERN websites / webservers are at .cern.ch

• Governed by the .cern Top Level Domain Board
• In particular, the Board reviews and approves requests for new .cern domain, 

as described at https://nic.cern/registration-policy/

• More information at https://nic.cern
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Web hosting at CERN

• Various platforms, hosting thousands of websites, for different purposes:
• static web pages (often used for service documentation)

• dynamic web applications

• Content Management Systems

• User can request and manage websites in the Web Services Portal

• Authentication to websites is done with the CERN SSO

• Authorization (roles) for websites is managed in the Application Portal

• Ownership and lifecycle is managed according to the website category:
• Official → get automatically re-assigned to the supervisor when the owner leaves

• Personal → get deleted when owner leaves, cannot be assigned to another person

• Test     → get blocked and then deleted after 6 months (but can be extended)

get deleted when owner leaves (but can be re-assigned to another person)

NB: web servers managed directly by their owners are not covered here.
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Official websites 
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Official websites 
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Official websites 
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Personal websites 
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Web Services Portal
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Content Management Systems: Drupal

• Drupal is an open-source Content Management System

• CERN Drupal hosting service established in 2012, successfully running since

• The service includes a set of standard modules, and the CERN theme

• Hundreds of Drupal websites (more than a thousand, at some point)

• Some websites include custom modules / themes, or even custom PHP code

• Several websites are highly-visible / critical – including https://home.cern

• Multiple upgrades (Drupal 6 → 10, PHP 7 → 8) throughout the years

• Major efforts both for owners of (customised) websites, and for service managers
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Moving from Drupal to WordPress

• WordPress is also an open-source Content Management System

• In spring 2024, CERN has decided to move from Drupal to WordPress
• Drupal has a steep learning curve, making website development and maintenance difficult

• Drupal 10 EOL in December 2026 – foreseeing a heavy upgrade to Drupal 11

• WordPress is much more popular, much bigger ecosystem; Drupal marked share decreased

• WordPress was becoming increasingly popular at CERN

• … and to change the hosting model at the same time:
• Customisation no longer allowed (except if specifically approved)

• Web site owners become content creators, rather than developers (as in Drupal)

• This will make future upgrades much simpler – however it limits websites’ functionality

• CERN central WordPress Service started in May 2025
• Including CERN WordPress theme

• Existing Drupal websites will be migrated to WordPress
• Non-customized Drupal websites: semi-automated migration

• Customized Drupal websites: manual migration, or rebuilding in WordPress from scratch

• Drupal service to be decommissioned in 2026
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Website hosting platforms

Apache, Linux, AFS filesystem – PHP, Python, Perl etc.

Apache, Linux, EOS filesystem – PHP, Python, Perl etc.

IIS, Windows, DFS filesystem – .NET, ASP, PHP, Perl

SharePoint, Windows – content management system

Apache, Linux, GitLab repository – static pages hosting

Drupal, Linux – content management system, PHP
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Web hosting platforms - evolution in the recent years

* WebEOS upgrade of OS from CC7 to Alma9 → PHP 5 to PHP 8, Python 2 to Python 3

*
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Upgrades and migrations: lessons learned
Several campaigns in the recent years

• Actions required from website owners / moderators

• Breaking changes cannot be avoided

Users are busy, and often lack expertise
• Communication must be concise, 

detailed for technical users,

clear and simple for non-technical users

• Some users are not even aware of the 

computing resources (websites etc.) that they own

As a result:
• Users are overwhelmed with multiple campaigns at the same time → plan carefully

• Notifications to website owners are not understood (or even not read) → adapt the language

• Actions are delayed until the very last moment → multiple reminders needed

• Many users require individual support → allocate support time

• When the deadline comes, websites are automatically migrated (if possible), or soft-deleted

• Some users “wake up” months afterwards, asking why their website is broken or gone
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Summary and conclusions

• Web presence of a big research organization requires proper governance

• Various needs: static pages, content management systems, web applications

• Computing resources (e.g. websites) are not free - they do have a cost!

• For the current and future owners (maintenance, security, 

upgrades or migrations when technology or service changes require it, etc.)

• For the service providers (operations, user support, lifecycle, handling special cases)

• Customisations cost even more

• Uncontrolled proliferation: ”create once, touch never”

• Enforcing resource lifecycle is crucial

• Occasional clean-up (e.g. asking owners to reconfirm their resources) is useful too

• Migration/upgrade campaigns help getting rid of obsolete or abandoned sites
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Open questions and ongoing discussions

• Academic (and personal) freedom versus online reputation (and security)

• A common visual identity versus varied needs of a diverse community

• “One-size-fits-all” closed platforms versus maintenance-heavy customizable platforms

• Centrally-hosted websites versus self-hosted web servers

• Ensuring long-term maintenance and ownership of websites

• Archiving historical websites
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Thank you
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