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Introduction

Incredibly it is coming up for 5 years since we did the last major overhaul to Orkneycommunities.co.uk.  

Consequently it is time to look at refreshing the site once more- this will look at updating its appearance, introducing new features and maybe retiring ones that are less relevant today, and taking advantage of and reacting to developments that have taken place since then, such as Web 2.0 and social networking.

We need to do this in response to your needs and wishes, and promise to do so in a way that will not burden the website administrators with new technology or site migration. Evolution, not revolution, is the watchword.

We’ll remind you of how and why we are where we are now, and outline the main suggested changes. We are looking for comments and suggestions, so don’t be reticent. 

All being well we will be putting the changes in place over the summer.

Changes made in 2006
At that time we changed the layout and appearance of the Home Page, Image Library and also integrated a whole new system for the member sites which greatly enhanced their features, and simplified use of images.

The Home Page benefited from more clearly laid out navigation, automatic feed of news stories and events from member sites, and local news feeds in the right hand column. To keep the events prominent a news ticker was added.

The Image Library got a cosmetic makeover to allow more pictures to be displayed both on the home page, and in the galleries, and importantly now allowed us to upload large images, of particular benefit for group shots. Other technical changes addressed managing the large number of pictures and comments being submitted. Some features were lost at this point, but successful protests brought them back!
The member sites were reinvented from the ground up, with a more sophisticated page editor that could handle images and resize them automatically, a news page that managed articles and posted them on the main Home Page, and a range of new special pages. Favourites such as the events calendar were greatly enhanced to allow easy addition of regular events, and an optional three column format was introduced, with handy ‘widgets’ available in the right hand column. More interaction with site visitors became possible through the guestbook, blog and feedback form. To aid administrators we put together an interactive training CD that walked through most of things that you might want to do, and supported this with movies.
But oh no, we didn’t stop there.

Changes made since 2006
The member sites have been subtly upgraded as time has gone on.

· The news section moved from a very limited text editor to the same powerful editor as used on the pages

· The moving and changing of status of pages was greatly simplified.
· A ‘sponsors’ facility was added in the right hand column to enable rotating banners or messages- this can also be an Amazon affiliate bookstore
· A colour picker was added to the menu settings to allow use of custom colour schemes as well as the defaults

· A Paypal store has been added to the Gallery feature on each pages

You will notice that these features have yet to be documented- this is another thing planned for the upgrade.

Google Ads have been integrated into the Image Library, with the cheerful indulgence of our users, which earns enough to pay for the ever increasing hosting costs of the ever increasing collection of pictures and comments.

A facility to have local rotating banner ads has been integrated into the Image Library as well, which would replace the Google ads. This has yet to be launched, partly because the Google Ads are doing so well.

On the Home Page, the addition of standard RSS feeds is now simple, so feeds that die (such as Orkney Today) are easily replaced.

So where are we at now?

Orkneycommunities as a site, and as a social enterprise run by its members for its members, is at a very healthy place.
Site usage is very high, measured as approx 1600 distinct visitors per day from our server stats, or approx 1000 visitors per day measured from Google Analytics. Either way, these figures are very high in an Orkney context, and importantly are being maintained year on year. 

The number of member sites also continues to grow steadily, with very few sites giving up or moving on. With this loyalty comes responsibility, so we must develop the system and its features to ensure that our members get what they want, and have sites that are technically up to date and relevant.

We are well placed to do this, as the increased membership, income from Google Ads and from consultancy work on site design carried out by Orkneycommunities means that we have funds in place to commission site developers Plexus Media to carry out the work we specify, in a working relationship that has prospered since the project was tendered in 2003.
What is under consideration?
Evolution, not revolution. The site and mix of features has worked well since day 1, and there is not a compelling reason to start from scratch, or change focus dramatically. 

Orkneycommunities has always focussed on a niche of community groups and activities, and has established itself as the natural place to find the site of a community group, or find out about one in the VAO community directory. The Image Library is the third leg of the stool, less obviously related to community groups, but nonetheless crucial in attracting visitors to the site, and indeed a thriving community in its own right. Can, or should, these three aspects of Orkneycommunities work together better? Philosophically the answer appears to be yes, and practically yes is also the answer. Some basic suggestions will emerge in the following list, but I encourage you to have a think about this and come back with ideas.
More generally the ideas to revamp the system that are favoured so far are as follows, not in order of importance:

Move to a wider format. 
Since launch on the 28th October 2003 the homepage and member sites have been 800 pixels wide, in deference to SVGA  monitors. Our site stats tells us that less than 1.4% of visitors have screens with that resolution, and the suspicion is that that is largely from mobile devices. Certainly we moved the Image Library to 1024 pixels wide a number of years ago, and no one complained! The 28% wider format will allow more or wider columns on the homepage, shortening the page and making allowing us to bring the page footer into use, rationalising the navigation at the same time. 

Whether or not the member sites should move to 1024px wide is up to the members. There are technical issues that  need to be sorted out, but it should be possible.
Retain existing content on home page/main site? 

Content here is viewed as links (L) in the horizontal and vertical navigation, and modules (M) such as the news ticker, thumbnails, news and events sections, newsfeeds etc. Under this definition there are more than 20 content items of vastly varying degrees of use.
It is proposed to relocate site informational links to a new page footer that would also carry contact information, and potentially tag clouds or mapping showing where site visitors came from (e.g. clustr maps). This would now be the home for About, Get a Site, Help, Plus 2, Join Us, Advertise With Us, and any logos that may be relevant. Existing logos are likely to be dropped.

The noticeboard will be abandoned unless anyone objects, as it has been crippled by spam for years, and largely superseded by the ability of each group to post their own news articles. The Hi-Arts events should be dropped as there is so little posted there for Orkney.

All other content should be retained viz.
Weather [L+graphic]

Aurora watch [L+graphic]

Radio Orkney [L]

Other links [L]

Community Directory [L]

Business Directory [L]

Community Toolkit [L]

News [M]

Events [M]

Image Library thumbnails [M]

Image Library comments [M]

All sites [L]

Latest updated sites [M]

RSS feeds [M]

Accessibility [L]

Text only [L]

Events ticker [M]

Expand or improve existing content?
With more space on the wider page we can seek to do more with the content we have, and get more use from it. We can in principle take this so far that the page is overloaded, and manage it by having modules that collapse to just a header if the title is clicked, with the modules’ open/shut status remember by the users computer.

Suggested expansions or improvements:

More prominence given to list of all sites- number of sites to be displayed.
Weather- display forecast graphically or in a table, as the current graphic never changes.

Radio Orkney- display Daily Diary in part on the page, as shown in the right hand column of www.allaboutorkney.com
Community Directory – improve the search facility for this, restore previous integration at web address level. Longer term consider Orkney Business Directory and Access Guide platform, which will become vacant.
Business Directory – get API for new directory and review integration options. Or just leave as a link

News – allow thumbnail picture in news article summary, Include group name with news article. Social networking integration (see later)

Events – Social networking integration

Newsfeeds from modules/image llibrary exported from home page

A new module could display the Blog posts from the member sites, in the same way that the news posts are displayed. Or display the latest Guestbook comments from the member sites.

Promotion of site content/integration with social networking

This is perhaps the key change envisaged at this time. Social media and social networking have become pervasive, and sharing of content in bite-sized chunks in this way is the norm. As our sites generate content in bite sized chunks (news posts, events, blog posts) there is an opportunity to make sharing this to sites such as Facebook and Twitter as easy as possible, thus widening the reach of our sites to friends and followers of our visitors.
The way this would be implemented would be to have Facebook Like and Twitter Add buttons on News stories, Blog posts, and web pages. Events on the events calendar would be treated differently- if possible (and I believe it is) there should be an option to share an Orkneycommunities event to your Facebook profile as a Facebook event, and invite your friends.

Orkneycommunities.co.uk will also have a Facebook Page (not profile) which has already been set up. This will extract information from the main website but essentially be unattended, other than hopefully attracting fans who will then be directed to the traditional website(s).

We can also take information in, such as having a Twitter widget on the page, displaying posts with a #occu hashtag for example. Or a Twitter feed displaying posts from complementary sites could be added to our new wider homepage.

Newsfeeds almost sound archaic compared with the above, but they remain one of the most flexible means of sharing information, as most social media platforms will read RSS or ATOM feeds. I am suggesting that we provide a feed for News, Blog posts, and Latest Updated sites. A feed for the latest image library posts already exists, but could be reformatted and improved.
Advertisements
It is suggested that the system for rotating small banner ads on the Image Library could be replicated on the Orkneycommunities homepage. This would need to be to the right of the main page, given the density of the content on the page as it is currently envisaged.
Appearance
General colour scheme to be retained – blue, green, butterscotch. Perhaps replace butterscotch with white, and use butterscotch instead for separators and backgrounds.

Use of colour gradients. ‘Web 2.0 buttons’

See Appendix A for draft layout of main page and guidelines for others

Additional features on member sites

1024 wide

Variable heights for topbar
Rich Text editor for calendar events

Newsletter page- allows mailshots to those who sign up to it

Ability to edit names of fields on Feedback form

Search Engine Friendly page addresses

A ‘Private’ folder in the document library that can only be accessed by logged in users

Ability to have a footer on each page

Better colour picker for menu

Changeable graphics for map in right hand column

Favicons- also to be used in News, Blogs section

Image Library search 
The search is currently incomplete, and display of results frustrating. Search will look at all fields, and have advanced search options, as well as drop down options for common searches. 
Two current search issues are that comments added to images are not searched, and search terms can’t include apostrophes etc.

Display of results will have better paging options, and also choice between date posted and alphabetical order. 
Browsing of the site will be facilitated. View from perspective of someone new who wishes to see all pictures, or all pictures in a gallery. How best to enable that, and how to search within a gallery, or by contributor?
Integration of Member Sites and Orkney Image Library (OIL)
Currently these two aspects of the site exist in isolation, and we aim to address this by making Image Library content more readily available to member sites and to signpost to member sites from the Image Library. 
This should encourage sites to upload images to the OIL to get access to big versions of pictures, and also to bring their pictures to a wider audience.

A number of measures are favoured:

1) Add the main page events ticker to the OIL along with a link back to the main page.

2) Allow sites to simply add links to OIL picture by typing ‘picture #<picture_number>’ in the page text. For example, ‘picture #12’ on the page would become a clickable link to picture 12 in the OIL.

3) Allow sites to add clickable thumbnail images to their pages in a similar manner by typing ‘thumb #<picture_number>’

4) Allow member sites to simply embed filmstrips of thumbnail images of their choice (or by category, or by area- see below) on their sites

It is also proposed to encourage sites to associate themselves with an area that they belong to, this being their parish, all of Orkney, East Mainland, West Mainland, North Isles or South Isles. The same level of localisation will then be used in the OIL for all images submitted, so that a group specific to an area can have a feed of images specific to that area. Equally when images on the OIL are displayed by an area we can then provide a list of sites in that area. And news. And events. 
This will allow sites in a specific are to be grouped together when the list of all sites is viewed, and all pictures for a certain area to be viewed together as well. This level of consistency opens up other avenues for the future as well.

Clearly there are 9,500 images there already that do not have areas chosen for them. It is proposed that each image will have a drop down list of the areas associated with it, and if the area has not been set the viewer will be prompted to do so, thus sharing the workload.
Bug fixes / requests

Being able to add .docx and .xslx files to document library.
Internet Explorer 9 issues.
Streetview on Map?
Reinstate ‘Universal Keyboard’.
‘Add hyperlinks’ dialogue does not dismiss when OK clicked (in IE).
Path errors in Image Library- adding large image doesn’t work retrospectively , also issues of suspending images once they have been published- currently have to be deleted.

Image thumbnails to display captions as tooltips.

Name of group posting News or Blog entry on mainpage shown as a tooltip,

Update documentation

The documentation will be updated, and the videos on the CD transferred to YouTube so they will be available online as well. More info on changing font style and size via the Extras facility to be provided.
What do you think?
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Appendix 1: Draft home page layout and layout of subsidiary pages

Other pages exist on the site which will need to be accommodated in the new layout:
About this site and Other links can be displayed side by side on a single page where News and Events are on the home page.

Expanded versions of (i.e. more instances of) the News and Blogs entries can be displayed in these two columns on the page that will replace the current News page.

Expanded versions of (i.e. all instances of) the events for the month and the Radio Orkney Daily Diary can be displayed in these two columns on the page that will replace the current Events page.

In the three pages described above other columns from the home page may be omitted.

The Help and Contact Us pages are to be retired as their content will be in the footer.

The Noticeboard and Hi-Arts pages are to be abandoned.
