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Chapter 1. Introduction

The Demand for Open Source Java Web Content
Management

Not long ago, companies looking for an open source Java web content management system
(WCM) had limited options. While the open source content management system (CMS)
community as a whole was thriving, most of the activity was on the PHP and Python stacks.
The main Java options were Apache Lenya and OpenCMS. If you wanted a simple, widely
used technology that your users would like, neither of these options looked very attractive.
This state of the market was frustrating for many companies that had standardized on the Java
platform and wanted to take advantages of the opportunities afforded by open source content
technologies.

The building blocks have been available for a long time. The Java world is rich with
frameworks that provide core services like persistence, access control, data validation, and
presentation. Many companies have used these components to build custom systems that
fit their needs. However, these homegrown systems tend to languish without a continuous
commitment to maintenance and enhancement. Adding certain core content management
features can be prohibitively complex. For example, adding versioning and/or localization
to a data model that was not originally designed for it can disrupt the whole application.
Furthermore many in house development teams building these systems do not have the
wealth of subject matter experience that a dedicated content technology development team
would have. Lessons learned can only be applied in the next release of the application - if
there is one.

The state of the market is rapidly changing. More products are emerging and some of the older
projects are seeing a resurgence. The momentum behind Java web content management
(WCM) technologies started to surge in early 2006 when open source business applications
began to get the attention of enterprise buyers who were having success with infrastructure
products like Linux, Apache, and MySQL. Java was a natural requirement for large enterprises
who had standardized on the language. At the same time, commercial open source vendors
were starting to notch up their offerings and connect with these interested buyers. Many
companies are reporting successful implementations using a new breed of Java WCM
technologies. If you were disappointed the last time you looked for a Java web content
management platform, it may be time to look again.

Companies that have successfully implemented solutions based on these platforms talk
of lower project start-up costs and similar (not greater) integration and maintenance costs.
Typically, they have strong development teams or rely on systems integrators to manage the
systems for them. These same companies tend to have a history of frustration with commercial
software because they do not feel that the value is commensurate with the licensing costs
(because they spend so much time or money doing integration work) or they feel under-served
by technical support and would like to be less dependent.

Companies have found the greatest leverage using open software to power basic informational
web sites and also to provide content management services to highly dynamic, transactional
or interactive web applications. As you will see in the pages of this report, the Java open
source content management marketplace is rich with options in these categories. While the
Java products still lag PHP and Python based systems in terms of social media oriented
features and community size, they have good support for the more fundamental content
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management functionality and several of these products offer the assurance of commercial
support packages.

The Need for This Report
Now that there are a growing number of viable open source web content management choices
available, a technology decision maker needs to be more informed than ever. Even if the
best technology fit is a commercial product, the technology decision maker now needs to
be able defend his choice of commercial software by demonstrating a knowledge of open
source alternatives that were rejected. The answer "we looked at open source and it was all
bad" is becoming weaker and weaker as a response to a challenge to consider open source.
Alternatively, if an open source system is selected, it pays to have a deeper understanding of
how the technology works than you can get away with commercial software. If the information
is out there, there is no one to blame for your ignorance. Just like you don't want to announce
your commercial software selection after the vendor has filed for bankruptcy, you don't want to
select an open source project that has governance or process issues.

Despite the increasing relevance of open source software, traditional analyst firms have
been slow to cover this sector of the market. Their standard evaluation processes do not
work as well on open source communities or businesses with small or non-existent sales and
marketing budgets. The buying practices of most customers are equally reliant on sales and
marketing efforts by software vendors and rendered equally effective by the open source
model.

It is not that open source projects are secretive. In fact more information is available because
coordination and communication usually happen out in the open. It is just that the information
is spread thinly across many sources and people. Compilation and interpretation take a lot
of work and a different set of skills than your typical career analyst. In order to understand
an open source application, you need to use it, configure it, and interact with the community
(actively and passively). The source code itself also contains valuable information about the
development standards and history of the project. It takes time to learn the personalities and
group dynamics of the community. Not that it wouldn't be nice to know all this information
about commercial software - it certainly would. It's just that commercial software doesn't allow
you that access.

Organization and Methodology
This report evaluates seven open source Java WCM systems: Alfresco, Apache Lenya,
Daisy, Hippo, Jahia, Magnolia, and OpenCMS. You can save yourself the trouble of leafing
through the pages to find a "blue ribbon" winner or a magic quadrant. There is no universally
superior product. Each has its strengths and weaknesses. The astute reader will notice that
not all of the products reviewed in this report qualify under the Open Source Definition [http:/
/www.opensource.org/docs/osd]. Many of the newer, fast moving entries in the open source
marketplace are backed by companies (often venture-funded) that are exploring different
models to build viable businesses out of free software. The upside to the customer is that
there is more potential for accountability (and continuity) with a company than a nebulous
community. The potential downside is that, if the business fails, the product will probably fail
too. Potential buyers of these commercial products should pay close attention to the business
model. The business should be viable but the pricing should be proportionate to the value that
is provided. For the commercial open source products reviewed in this report, there will be a
commentary on the business model and success of the company.

As in my report Content Management Problems and Open Source Solutions [http://
contenthere.net/articles/optaros_cmsReport_012206_sgg.pdf], I take the approach of

http://www.opensource.org/docs/osd
http://www.opensource.org/docs/osd
http://www.opensource.org/docs/osd
http://contenthere.net/articles/optaros_cmsReport_012206_sgg.pdf
http://contenthere.net/articles/optaros_cmsReport_012206_sgg.pdf
http://contenthere.net/articles/optaros_cmsReport_012206_sgg.pdf
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positioning the each project in categories of use where it typically excels. In the above
mentioned report, I used the categories: Informational Brochure Site, Online Periodical,
Collaborative Workspace, and Online Community. The projects described in this report fall into
two categories: Informational Brochure and Web Content Management (WCM) Platform. There
is also a discussion of the overall web content management marketplace and how open source
software fits in. Many of the products reviewed in this report are commercial open source -
meaning that a software company develops the product as part of their business strategy. For
these products, I discuss how the company makes money off the software: whether they sell
a commercial version of the software that is better than the free version ("tiered product") or
whether the revenue comes entirely from selling support services for the free version.

Table 1.1. High Level Summary of Products Reviewed

Platform Version Product Type Started Primary Use Also Used

Alfresco
WCM

2.2 Commercial:
Tiered Product

2005 WCM Framework Informational
Brochure

Apache
Lenya

2 Community 2002 Informational
Brochure

Multi-site hosting

Daisy CMS 2.1 Commercial:
Support

2003 Informational
Brochure

Knowledge Base,
Documentation
Site

Hippo CMS 6 Commercial:
Support

2000 WCM Framework  

Jahia
Enterprise

5 Commercial:
Tiered Product

1998 WCM Framework Corporate Intranet

Magnolia
Enterprise

3.5 Commercial:
Tiered Product

2003 Informational
Brochure

 

OpenCms 7 Community/
Commercial

1999 Informational
Brochure

For each of the projects reviewed in this report, I have subscribed to the mailing list and
monitored the volume and nature of the activity. I have talked to users of the software. I have
built prototypes that involve defining content types, setting permissions, and developing
layouts. To ensure factual accuracy, each evaluation has been reviewed by a project
committer or company officer.

Within each evaluation, I discuss the architecture and integration potential, usability factors,
the community, and how the project seems to be trending. For the business oriented reader,
the content contribution and presentation sections describe how the application is used to
manage content and what type of visitor facing functionality is possible. For the technical
reader, the architecture and development sections describe how the product works behind
the scenes and can be configured and integrated. Although, I do not give overall ratings of the
product, I do rate each product along certain common criteria.
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Table 1.2. Scoring Key

Score Explanation

Not available

Below average

Average

Above average

Exceptional
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