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1 Introduction 

The aim of this document is to provide a series of recommendations for optimising, in 

the short and medium term, the referencing of Parliament's web pages and documents 

by internal and external search engines. 

 

It comprises the following chapters: 

 Page metadata improvements  

 Page content improvements  

 Document improvements  

 Technical improvements 

 Content Strategy Consideration 

 Link Building Strategy 

 

Other solutions could be developed in the longer term. 
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2 Metadata improvements 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Metadata is all the technical and descriptive data added to webpages to describe their 

structure and content. It is used by search engines for two purposes: 

 Indexing documents or pages in order to be able to provide them as search 

results 

 Presenting the search results 

 

This chapter only deals with the metadata of HTML pages. Document metadata is 

dealt with in the chapter on documents.  

 

The following metadata is dealt with here: 

 Titles 

 Description 

 Canonical URL 

 Other metadata 

 URL construction rules 

 Navigation 

 

2.2 TITLES 

The title tag element is critical to both user experience and search engine 

optimisation. This is because it will be judged by users as the very first thing they see 

in the search results pages to determine whether a page will be useful to them or not. 

It will also be used by search engines to determine what the page is about. 

 

The title appears in the bar at the top of the browser or in the tab, and as the first 

element of the search results. 

 

For optimum indexing and understanding, the title must be unique for each page and 

must describe it precisely. Consequently: 

 As titles should be descriptive for the page they are found on, and as each 

page must be unique, each page should therefore have its own, unique title; 

 Non-specific titles ('European Parliament', 'Plenary session') should be 

avoided for all pages on the same site or group of pages; 

 All titles should be translated into the navigation language; 

 Google typically displays the first 60 characters of a title tag, or as many 

characters as will fit into a 512-pixel display. The ideal title length therefore 

will be as close to 60 characters as possible without going over. These titles 

should be as descriptive of the content as possible; 

 The subject of a page should be described at the start of the title, followed 

by the name of the site, with the name of the institution added at the end; 

 The title tag should ideally target a keyword or keywords that you would 

want that page to rank for. These keywords must be relevant to the content on 
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the page however, as misleading information will likely be detected by search 

engines and users alike and could cause issues; 

 Additionally, while keywords should be targeted, titles should not be written 

specifically for the purpose of using as many keywords as possible. This 

can also be detected by search engines and will also likely cause issues. The 

best titles will be ones which are an accurate and concise description of a 

page's content, which feature keywords as often as can naturally fit within 60 

characters. 

 

Examples: 

 

First page of the Think Tank:  

Homepage | Think Tank | European Parliament 

 

Page of the plenary session of 14 to 17 July 2014: 

Plenary Session 14-17 July 2014 | News | European Parliament 

 

Page of Reimer Böge's Curriculum Vitae: 

CV Reimer Böge | MEPs | European Parliament 

 

2.3 DESCRIPTION 

Meta description tags are extremely important in gaining user click-through from 

SERPs (Search Engine Result Pages – the page of results returned by a search engine 

in response to a query). These short paragraphs are a webmaster’s opportunity to 

advertise content to searchers and to let them know exactly whether the given page 

contains the information they're looking for. 

 

It is generally displayed by search engines in the list of search results under the title. 

To improve page indexing, the following rules concerning the description must be 

followed: 

 Each page must have a unique description; 

 The exact content of part or all of the page should not be included. Using 

the exact content when writing descriptions can work in certain specific 

circumstances (for example, a product page where the entire text on the page 

is a description of the product), but it is almost always best to write your own; 

 General descriptions such as 'page about the European Parliament' should be 

avoided; 

 All descriptions should be translated into the navigation language; 

 Generally speaking, the best length for meta descriptions is around 150 – 

160 characters in length. Descriptions can be shorter than this as there is no 

minimum length, but it is still recommended that a length of 150 – 160 

characters is aimed for. It is best to ensure that your description tells users 

enough about the page to encourage them to click through to your site before 

they try other pages; 

 Targeting keywords is still important as keywords that feature in a user’s 

search will be in bold in the description, making it stand out; 

 It is always best to use alpha numeric characters in your descriptions if at 

all possible. Quote marks have been known to cut descriptions short for 
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example. If you need to use quotation marks it is best to use single quotation 

marks rather than double quotation marks. 

 

 

Examples: 

 

Page for conducting a search by policy area of the Think Tank: 

Search by policy area for documents serving as the basis for new EU legislation. 

 

Homepage of the AFET Committee: 

Main page of the European Parliament's Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET). 

Latest news, links to documents and videos of meetings. 

 

Top story of the 2014 Sakharov Prize: 

Find all information concerning the 2014 Sakharov Prize for freedom of thought 

to honour the defence of human rights and freedoms. 

 

 

2.4 CANONICAL URL 

Ideally, each page of a website should only be accessible at a single address. 

However, for technical reasons (redirection of old URLs to new ones when a site has 

been overhauled) or editorial reasons (use of short URLs, for example), a page may be 

accessible via different URLs. This would, under normal circumstances, be a case of 

duplicated content. 

 

In order for search engines not to treat these pages as two separate pages, the 

'canonical' metadata tells them which the page’s main URL is.  

 

The page's source code must always specify the main URL, generally the simplest 

one, so as to remove any ambiguity. 

 

Example: 

The following URLs lead to the main MEPs page in English: 

 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/map.html 

 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en 

 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps  

 

The source code of this page must contain the following tag: 
<link rel="canonical" 

href="http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps" /> 

 

2.5 OTHER METADATA 

The following metadata may also be optimised to improve the effectiveness of search 

engines indexing pages on European Parliament websites and the quality of 

Parliament's pages: 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/map.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps
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 "Content-type" 

 "Content-language" 

 "Copyright" with the value '© European Union, [year(s)] - Source: European 

Parliament' 

 "Language" 

 "Robots" with the following values: 'index, follow, noodp, noydir, notranslate' 

 "planet" used internally for the search engine 

 And also the Dublin Core date metadata – in particular, for editorial products: 

o "Created date" 

o "Modified date" 

o "Date of reference" 

 

2.5.1 Schema.org Mark-up 

Many sites are generated from structured data, which is often stored in databases. 

When this data is formatted into HTML, it becomes very difficult to recover the 

original structured data. Many applications, especially search engines, can benefit 

greatly from direct access to this structured data. On-page mark-up enables search 

engines to understand the information on web pages and provide richer search 

results in order to make it easier for users to find relevant information on the web. 

Mark-up can also enable new tools and applications that make use of the structure.  

For example, Google uses schemas to create Rich Snippets that add information to the 

SERPs. 
 

These can help make your search results stand out from others, potentially enticing 

users through to your page. In addition, giving search engines more context about a 

page can improve rankings above sites which do not give such information - they are 

able to gain more insights into what your page is talking about and therefore judge it 

accordingly. 

 

Schema.org is the shared mark-up vocabulary used by the major search engines. 

It includes a lengthy list of categories of information that can be organised with 

schema mark-up. While too numerous to mention all, the full list can be found at 

schema.org.  

 

Key categories include: 

 

 Action 

 Class 

 Event 

 MedicalEntity 

 Organisation 

 Person 

 Place 

 Product 

 Property 

 Thing 

 

For example, in the /meps/ section of www.europarl.europa.eu, each of the MEPs 

could be marked up with the “Person” schema. 

http://schema.org/docs/full.html
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Example: 

 

<div itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/Person"> 

<div itemprop="name"><strong>Lars Adaktusson</strong></div> 

<div itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/Organization"><span 

itemprop="name">Group of the European People's Party (Christian 

Democrats)</span></div><div itemprop="jobtitle">Member</div> 

<div itemprop="address" itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/PostalAddress"> 

<div itemprop="addressCountry">Sweden</div> 

</div> 

<div><meta itemprop="birthDate" content="1955-08-06">DOB: 08/06/1955</div> 

</div> 

 

 

2.5.2 Video Mark-up 

Whilst essentially being part of the schema.org mark-up, you should still bear this 

particular schema in mind when optimising your site due to the large amount of video 

content which is present. 

When video content is marked up in the body of the page, search engines and other 

sites can recognise it and may use it to improve the display of video content on a page 

or in search results.  

 

One particular thing to bear in mind when marking up videos is that one of the options 

is to choose a thumbnail image for Google to display in the search results. 

Thumbnails of any image format are accepted but are required to be at least 160x90 

pixels. The maximum size is 1920 x 1080 pixels. Ideally a good quality image would 

be used instead of a very low resolution one. 

 

Example: 

 

<div itemprop="video" itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/VideoObject"> 

   <h2><span itemprop="name">Trade deal with US: how to protect 

investors?</span></h2> 

     <meta itemprop="duration" content="T0H1M22S" /> 

     <meta itemprop="thumbnailUrl" 

content="http://cdn1.cache.twofourdigital.net/mediafreedom/storage/origin/europarltv

/06786d3c-9642-4fb9-9ec4-a45a00e9e6db/images/286/161/n005-150318-001.jpg" /> 

     <meta itemprop="contentURL" 

content="http://europarltv.europa.eu/admin/plugins/MFEmbeded.aspx?id=06786d3c-

9642-4fb9-9ec4-a45a00e9e6db&language=en&autosize=true" /> 

     <meta itemprop="embedURL" content="" /> 

     <meta itemprop="uploadDate" content="18/03/2015" /> 

          <object ...> 

            <param ...> 

            <embed type="application/x-shockwave-flash" ...> 

          </object ...> 
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     <span itemprop="description">Trade Commissioner MalmstrÃ¶m urged to engage 

more with Parliament in preparation of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 

Partnership.</span> 

</div> 

 

2.5.3 Language targeting 

As this site contains pages written in many languages, steps need to be taken to ensure 

that search engines return the correct language pages. While changing the language 

meta-data can help, it would also be a good idea to implement rel=”alternate” 

hreflang which would be used across any page that has an equivalent page in another 

language (eg. The homepage will have many different language versions). This will 

allow crawlers to see further clues about how the site is structured as it will see the 

URLs of equivalent pages in different languages, and not have to find them during the 

crawl. It will also see what country the equivalent page is targeting and what language 

it is targeting. 

 

Example: 

 

For the URL: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en 

 

<link rel="alternate" href="http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/fr/news-room" 

hreflang="fr" /> 

 

Could be added to show where there is a French version of the same page. 

2.6 URL CONSTRUCTION RULES 

Parliament's websites must comply with the rules on URLs defined during the 2012 

overhaul. 

 

Here is a brief summary of the most important rules: 

 The site's base URL must be "http://www.europarl.europa.eu/[planet]" 
and must direct the user to the English version of the site, if it exists, or the 

main language if not; 

 The language versions of a site must correspond to the following URL model: 

"http://www.europarl.europa.eu/[planet]/[language]", where [language] 

corresponds to the two-character language code; 

 The hierarchy of the site must be reflected in the construction of the 

URLs, which must be collapsible in the same way as the folders of an 

operating system (when you remove the last part of a URL it must not lead to 

an error page but to a higher navigation level); 

 URLs should be as short as possible; 

 Capital letters should never be used in URLs. There is no technical reason 

as to why they should not be used, but avoiding them can avoid potential 

problems with duplicate content; 

 No reference to a computing language or technology should be used in a 

URL; 

 Session information must not appear in a URL; 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en
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 Variables must not be misused (no more than three variables in a URL) – 

although even then, variables should only be used if there is no choice. It is 

best to avoid them if possible; 

 The titles of final pages, editorial products and documents must be 

included in URLs by replacing spaces with dashes (-). These can be 

contracted somewhat in order to make the URLs shorter, but ideally, a user 

should still be able to guess what the title would be from the URL; 

 Keywords can and should be used in the URL string as long as they fit 

naturally and are descriptive of the content found on the page; 

 It is ideal to only use regular alphanumeric characters in a URL string. It 

is possible for other characters like speech marks to be displayed but it can 

cause issues and should be avoided. There is still some debate on this issue 

between SEOs, but while characters such as é or á can also be used, it is 

generally considered best to simply use e or a in the URL string instead. 

 

 

Visitors may also be intimidated by extremely long and cryptic URLs that contain few 

recognisable words. Users would have a hard time reciting such a URL from memory 

or creating a link to it. Also, users may believe that a portion of the URL is 

unnecessary, especially if the URL shows many unrecognisable parameters. They 

might leave off a part, breaking the link.  

 

Potentially, users might link to your page using the URL of that page as the anchor 

text. If your URL contains relevant words, this provides users and search engines with 

more information about the page than an ID or oddly named parameter would. 

 

Search engines are good at crawling all types of URL structures, even if they're quite 

complex, but spending the time to make your URLs as simple as possible for both 

users and search engines can help. 

 

Example: 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/aboutparliament/en/0095a3afb8/Election-

observation.html 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/human-rights/election-

observation 

 

Finally, while most Latin based languages will be communicable by using the regular 

character set, there are some languages such as Bulgarian and Greek which do not.  

 

There is still a lot of debate as to the correct way to handle this as there currently 

seems to be no correct answer. There is indication that larger search engines are able 

to understand non-Latin characters in URLs but may find it harder to do so (smaller 

ones may not do it at all), whereas writing the URL in Latin characters is not 

necessarily an ideal solution either. 

 

It seems that, for now, either option, using non-Latin characters or using 

transliteration with Latin characters, could be chosen without any significant 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/human-rights/election-observation
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/human-rights/election-observation
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impact on SEO. Until search engines declare that they are implementing rules that 

would affect this issue however, we would usually recommend an approach involving 

transliteration - changing URLs that use a foreign character-set into an equivalent that 

uses the Latin character-set (like Pinyin or Romaji for Chinese and Japanese).  

 

This would also go for URLs that use accents in the URL string. As this is not likely 

to affect SEO greatly either way however, this issue would not one of the higher SEO 

priorities for a site. 

 

 

2.7 NAVIGATION 

 

The navigation of a website is important in helping visitors quickly find the content 

they want. It can also help search engines understand what content the webmaster 

thinks is important. Although search engine's search results are provided at a page 

level, most search engines also like to know what role a page plays as a part of the 

site.  

 

All sites have a homepage, which is usually the most often visited page on the site and 

is usually the place that many users will start from. Unless your site has only a few 

pages, considering how users will move from a general page (your home page) to a 

page containing more specific content is advantageous. 

 

It is important to consider what will happen when a user removes part of your 

URL - Some users might navigate your site in odd ways, and you should anticipate 

this as much as possible. For example, instead of using the breadcrumb links on the 

page, a user might drop off a part of the URL in the hopes of finding more general 

content.  

 

For example, a user might visit http://www.example.com/news/2015/example-

content.htm, but then enter http://www.example.com/news/2015/ into the browser's 

address bar, believing that this will show all news from 2015.  

 

If this does not happen – instead returning a 404 page or something similar - the user 

may simply take that opportunity to leave the site. 

 

 

2.7.1 Breadcrumb links 

A breadcrumb is a row of internal links at the top or bottom of the page that allows 

visitors to quickly navigate back to a previous section or the root page.  

 

Many breadcrumbs have the most general page (usually the home page) as the first, 

left-most link, and list the more specific sections out to the right. 

 

When designing a breadcrumb navigation scheme, it is best to keep several things in 

mind: 

What should be used to separate link items? 
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The commonly accepted and most recognizable symbol for separating hyperlinks in 

breadcrumb trails is the “greater than” symbol (>). Typically, the > sign is used to 

denote hierarchy, as in the format of: 

 

Parent category > Child category. 

 

Other symbols used are arrows pointing to the right, right angle quotation marks (») 

and slashes (/). 

 

The choice depends on the aesthetics of the website and the type of breadcrumb used. 

For example, for path-based breadcrumbs in which the links do not necessarily have a 

hierarchical relationship to each other, using a “greater than” symbol may not convey 

their relationship accurately. 

 

How big should it be? 

You don’t want your breadcrumbs to dominate the page. A breadcrumb trail functions 

merely as an aid to users (a convenience); its size should convey this to users and thus 

should at least be smaller, or less prominent, than the primary navigation menu. 

 

A good rule of thumb to follow when sizing your breadcrumb trail is that 

it shouldn’t be the first item that grabs the user’s attention when arriving on a page. 

 

Where should breadcrumbs be located? 

Breadcrumb trails are usually displayed in the top half of the page, below the primary 

navigation menu if a horizontal menu layout is used. 
 

 

2.7.2 Avoid using JavaScript or Flash 

Some search engines, Google included, are now technically able to read Flash and 

JavaScript to some extent. Even so, search engines will still perform better when 

dealing with HTML. For this reason, areas that search engines will use to navigate 

around the site such as an HTML sitemap page or any part of your navigation 

structure or search functionality, should be entirely operational without JavaScript 

or Flash enabled. If these elements rely on Flash or JavaScript in order to work, 
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search engines may have a harder time crawling your website properly and may miss 

areas when indexing. 

It should also be noted that users with Apple branded mobile devices will be unable to 

load Flash files and therefore any part of your site which uses Flash will be invisible 

to anyone who is using an iPhone or iPad. 
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3 Page content improvements 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

General rules on page content: 

 Each page must have only one functionality 

 Content must not be duplicated 

 Content must be correctly ordered hierarchically  

 Keywords should be repeated sparingly 

 Links must be explicit 

 The use of images should be optimised 

 

3.2 ONE PAGE = ONE FUNCTIONALITY 

To allow search engines to understand the pages being indexed, pages having 

radically different behaviours at different times should be avoided. For example, the 

same page should not be used to stream video for a certain time and then turn into a 

documentary page. 

 

Elements may be added to or removed from a page but the page must not be 

radically different and serve different purposes at two different moments. 

 

3.3 AVOID DUPLICATED CONTENT 

When a new site, section or page is created, it is vital to check that the added 

content is not already available on another Parliament site.  

 

If it is, links to that content or abridged versions leading to it must be used and the 

content must remain in its original location. 

 

There may be times when duplicate content is created despite how careful you may 

be. Here are the most common methods for dealing with duplicate content when it 

appears. 

 

3.3.1 301 Redirect 

In many cases the best way to combat duplicate content is to set up a 301 

redirect from the "duplicate" page to the original content page. When multiple pages 

with the potential to rank well are combined into a single page, they not only no 

longer compete with one another, but also create a stronger relevancy and popularity 

signal overall. This will positively impact their ability to rank well in the search 

engines. 

301 redirects should be used when you do not wish users or search engines to 

ever access your duplicated pages, and only ever see the original page. 

http://moz.com/learn/seo/redirection
http://moz.com/learn/seo/redirection
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3.3.2 Rel="canonical" 

Another option for dealing with duplicate content is to utilise the rel=canonical tag. 

The rel=canonical tag is said to pass the same amount of ranking power as a 301 

redirect, and often takes up much less development time to implement. 

The tag is part of the HTML head of a web page and tells Bing and Google (among 

other search engines) that the given page should be treated as though it were a copy of 

the canonical URL and that all of the links and content metrics the engines apply, 

should actually be credited toward the canonical URL. 

Rel=canonical tags should be used mainly when you still wish users and search 

engines to be able to access your duplicate pages, but only have search engines 

focus on the original page. 

3.3.3 Noindex, follow 

The meta robots tag with the values "noindex, follow" can be implemented on pages 

that shouldn't be included in a search engine's index. This allows search engine bots 

to crawl the links on the specified page, but keeps them from including them in 

their index. This can work particularly well with pagination issues. 

This is often less used than the above options as it means that search engines will still 

crawl the page - in most cases unnecessarily - spending their crawl limit on pages 

which you do not want search engines to view. There are certain situations where this 

is useful but mostly the first two options listed above cover most duplicate content 

situations. 

3.3.4 Additional Methods for Avoiding Duplicate Content 

In order to avoid duplicate content in the first place, maintaining consistency when 

linking internally throughout a website is a good approach. For example, if a 

webmaster determines that the canonical version of a domain is:  

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ 

  

then all internal links should go to http://www.europarl.europa.eu/example.html  

 

rather than  

 

http://europarl.europa.eu/example.html - (notice the absence of ‘www’ in the second 

URL) 

 

Another approach is to minimise the amount of similar content found on the site if 

possible. Similar content would need to be extremely similar to be at risk from being 

considered duplicate content, however – i.e. with only a couple of words changed 

between each of the pages.  

As an example, rather than having one page about raincoats for boys and another page 

about raincoats for girls that shares 99% of the same content, it may be best to 

consider expanding those pages to include distinct, relevant content for each URL. 

Alternatively, you could combine the two pages into a single page that is highly 

relevant for children’s raincoats. 

 

  

http://moz.com/blog/canonical-url-tag-the-most-important-advancement-in-seo-practices-since-sitemaps
http://moz.com/learn/seo/robotstxt#seo-best-practice
http://moz.com/learn/seo/canonicalization
http://moz.com/learn/seo/domain
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3.4 HEADERS 

Heading tags are used to differentiate the heading of a page from the rest of the 

content. The most important heading tag is the H1 tag and least important is the H6 

tag. 

 

 Headers have no particular length requirements but should ideally be no 

longer than a short sentence in length. They should, however target 

keywords in the same manner as the title and description. 

 While it is possible for a page to have more than one H1 tag, it is not a 

good idea to do so. As the H1 will be looked at along with the other factors 

that can give information to search engines as to what a page is about, giving 

search engines multiple, different H1 tags can only make the page’s content 

harder to identify. It will not be able to determine which H1 to look at and may 

disregard them altogether. 

 It is possible to use more than one type of H tag but care should be taken to 

ensure that they are used in a structured fashion – i.e. H1’s used for a heading, 

H2’s used for subheadings etc. Although many websites do this, headers 

should not be used to style the page in any way. 

 

Examples: 

 

Think Tank Homepage 

Think Tank - The documents that help shape new EU legislation 

 

 

Article on EU-US trade deal 

EU-US trade deal: what does Europe have to gain from it? 

 

3.5 USE OF KEYWORDS 

When a page is created, particular attention should be paid to avoid the misuse of 

keywords linked to the page. Keywords can be misused by either using them too 

often or in places where the keyword has nothing to do with the rest of the 

content. There is no definite limit on how many uses is “too often” but the general 

rule is that as long as the content reads as though it was written by a human for 

another human to read then this is ideal.  

 

If the content reads like it was written by a computer, or was written to try and fool a 

computer into thinking that the content is about something it is not, such pages 

concerned are considered suspect by search engines. Consequently, these pages will 

likely never feature among the top search results and if this is done too often or on too 

many pages, your entire site may be penalised. 
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3.6 LINKS 

One of the ways in which search engines index pages is by examining the links 

included on them. So the more a page is linked, the more significance the search 

engine attaches to it.  

 

This is especially true when the links are contained in texts that are explicit and 

accurate. Preference should always be given to a link describing the page it points 

to over a general link of the 'click here' type. 

 

Examples: 

Profile of a Member followed by the Member's name 

Agenda of the plenary session of ... to ... 

Site of the 2014 Sakharov Prize 

 

In addition, the links must be checked to avoid incorrect or broken links as far as 

possible. 

 

Note also that excessive use of numerous internal links to improve the referencing of 

pages can be detected by search engines and may have the opposite of the intended 

effect. If there are a great many internal links pointing to completely unrelated content 

and this is done too often around the site, this can be considered as unnatural linking 

and this would be likely to affect the site negatively. 

 

As long as an internal link points towards content that is relevant to whatever is 

being talked about on the page then there should be no problem – this is linking 

working as it is supposed to.  

 

 

3.7 USE OF IMAGES 

When using images, the following rules apply: 

 File titles must be explicit; non-specific titles such as 'image1.gif' should not 

be used. If possible, keywords which are descriptive of the image should be 

used in the file name. 

 Long titles should not be used 

 When the image illustrates the content of the page (not used for the appearance 

of the page, such as text bullets), the "Alt" attribute must be included and 

must describe the image.  

 

Example: 

 

 

 

Could have the alt text “Chamber seating 

plan” instead of “Photo” as it is currently 
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 It is preferable to use file types supported by most browsers (.jpg, .gif, 

.png, .bmp). 

 Make sure that the extension used at the end of the file name actually 

corresponds to the file type. 

 A web browser can begin to render a page even before images are 

downloaded, provided that it knows the dimensions to wrap non-replaceable 

elements around. Specifying image dimensions can speed up page loading 

and improve the user experience. 

 It is not specifically known which approach is best for language targeting with 

images, but methods include: 

 

o Duplicating the images across all languages that you are targeting, 

ensuring that the file name and alt text is in the correct language 

o Using URL rewrite rules to ensure that, although there is only one 

version of a picture, the URL for that picture will be in the correct 

language 

o Ensuring that the correct language alt text is displayed and relying on 

the text surrounding the image being in the correct language 

 

Out of these options there is no specific “best practice” method, but the first 

method may be the most reliable – at the cost of using more storage space. 
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4 Document improvements 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

To improve the indexing of documents uploaded to European Parliament sites, the 

following rules must be complied with: 

 Optimise the size of the documents 

 Generate 'text' pdfs, not 'image' pdfs 

 Avoid duplicating documents 

 Give documents explicit names 

 Keep the same document names for minor versions of documents 

 Add document properties  

 

4.2 OPTIMISING DOCUMENT SIZE 

The file size is important for the optimisation of referencing. With the same 

content, a document whose size was optimised on creation (compressed images 

without notable loss of quality) will be given precedence by search engines over a 

bigger version. 

 

4.3 GENERATE PDFS IN TEXT FORMAT 

Some PDF conversion tools still create PDFs in which the content corresponds to an 

image which cannot be machine-read. 

 

These types of conversion tools should not be used. Generated PDFs must contain a 

legible text. 

 

4.4 LINK RATHER THAN DUPLICATE 

To improve the indexing of documents, the same principle should be applied to the 

document as for text-type content. It is strongly advised not to copy a resource in the 

tree structure for the purpose of providing it to web users. 

 

If the document already exists in any place on a European Parliament owned, or 

indeed any web property, a link to the original should be added.  

4.5 FILE NAMES 

As with images, the file names used must be explicit. Creating descriptive categories 

and filenames for the documents on your website can not only help you keep your site 

better organised, but it could also lead to better crawling of your documents by search 

engines.  
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The following should not be used: 

 Non-specific names such as 'report.pdf' 

 File names corresponding to reference numbers, such as 

'IPOL_ATA(2014)528763_EN.pdf' 

 Names which are too long 

 

As with other types of links, those used to link to files must be explicit; non-specific 

names such as 'See report' should not be used. 

 

In addition, it is strongly advised to use file types recognised by most browsers 
(.pdf, .rtf, etc.). 

 

It is important not to save documents in the very latest version of a file type (pdf, 

for example) because then they can't be read by people who don't have the latest 

version of the reader for those files. 

 

Finally, remember that URLs are displayed in search results. The URL to a document 

is displayed as part of a search result in Google, below the document's title and 

snippet. Like the title and snippet, words in the URL on the search result appear in 

bold if they appear in the user's query. The words in the URL might appeal to a 

search user more than an ID number like: 

 

"http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2015/551334/EPRS_AT

A(2015)551334_EN.pdf"  

 

4.6 VERSIONING 

When a new version of a file is available it is important that the link to it remains 

unchanged because if a minor correction is made to a document and the file name is 

changed, all the links added by other users (internal or external) would lead to the 

wrong version of the document. 

 

A new file name may be generated in the case of a major new version of a document 

(e.g. an annual revision). 

 

4.7 DOCUMENT PROPERTIES  

While search engines rely on metadata to improve the indexing of pages, when it 

comes to documents they use the document equivalent of metadata, i.e. properties. 

 

Consequently, the main properties of a document need to be provided. For a pdf file: 

 Title 

 Author 

 Subject 

 Keywords 
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5 Technical improvements 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

There are a number of technical improvements can be made to improve the 

referencing of pages: 

 Create a site map specifically for search engines 

 Make better use of the robots.txt file 

 Configure the internal GSA servers 

 Build a custom 404 error page 

 Improve page speed as much as is possible 

 Confirm that there are as few errors as possible and that redirections are being 

used correctly 

 Ensure that a good experience is being served to users using mobile devices 

 

5.2 CREATING A SITE MAP 

 

It is always recommended that sites use an XML sitemap. These sitemaps will give 

search engines information about all of the pages on your site. Submitting sitemaps 

does not necessarily guarantee that these URLs will be indexed, but it does 

increase the chances. 
 

The file does not need to include details of all of the pages on the site, but it must: 

 Explain the hierarchy of Parliament's sites and sub-sites 

 Indicate the navigation structures (at least the first and second level of 

navigation for each site) 

 Be regularly updated 

 Be referenced on the main search engines using webmaster tools and through 

robots.txt 

 

 

Example of an XML sitemap: 

 

<?xml version="1.0" encoding="utf-8"?>  
<urlset xmlns="http://www.sitemaps.org/schemas/sitemap/0.9"  

 xmlns:xhtml=http://www.w3.org/1999/xhtml> 

<url>  

   <loc>http://www.europarl.europa.eu/portal/en</loc>  

   <lastmod>2011-06-27T19:34:00+01:00</lastmod>  

   <!-- optional additional tags -->  

 </url>  

 <url>  

   ...  

 </url>  
</urlset> 

 

 

http://www.w3.org/1999/xhtml
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5.2.1 Important fields 

 
XML sitemaps are lists of URLs with metadata attached to them. The two most 

important pieces of information for search engines are the URL itself and its last 

modification time: 

 

URLs 

When creating your XML Sitemap, you should only include URLs that can be 

fetched by search engine crawlers. A common mistake is including URLs 

disallowed by robots.txt, which cannot be fetched by crawlers, or including URLs of 

pages that don't exist. 

You should also only include canonical URLs. Another common mistake is to 

include URLs of duplicate pages. This will increase the load on your server without 

improving indexing. 

 

Last modification time 

When making an XML Sitemap, you should also specify a last modification time 

for each URL. The last modification time should be the last time the content of the 

page changed meaningfully. If a change is meant to be visible in the search results, 

then the last modification time should be the time of this change. 

The last modification time has to be set up correctly in order for it to be understood by 

crawlers. In order to do this you must: 

 

 Specify the time in the correct format: W3C Datetime for XML sitemaps. 

 Only update modification time when the content has been changed 

meaningfully. 

 

Other tags 

In the area in the above example where it mentions “optional additional tags”, while 

there is no need to include this area, potentially this part could be used to give 

information about alternate language versions of a page. This would not have to 

be done on every page necessarily – only pages which have at least one other version 

on the site which is written in another language. 

For example, adding: 

 

<xhtml:link 

rel="alternate" 

hreflang="de" 

href="http://www.europarl.europa.eu/plenary/de/meetings-search.html" 

/> 

In place of the <!-- optional additional tags -->, this would tell search 

engines that an equivalent page in German exists, as well as the location of that page. 
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5.2.2 XML sitemap Maintenance 

XML sitemaps should contain URLs of all pages on your site. They are often large 

and updated infrequently. These guidelines can help get your Sitemap noticed by 

search engine crawlers: 

 

For a single XML sitemap, you should update it at least once a day (if your site 

undergoes changes regularly). You should also “ping” Google after you update it. 

For a set of XML sitemaps: maximise the number of URLs in each XML sitemap. 

The limit is 50,000 URLs or a maximum size of 10MB uncompressed - whichever is 

reached first. You should ping Google for each updated XML sitemap (or once if 

all of your sitemaps are contained within sitemap index) every time it is updated. A 

common mistake is to put only a handful of URLs into each XML sitemap file, which 

usually makes it harder for Google to download all of these XML sitemaps in a 

reasonable amount of time.  

Potentially if you have many large site areas, you could make an XML sitemap for 

each area and combine them all into one sitemap index. 

5.2.3 HTML Sitemap 

In addition to creating an XML sitemap, it is recommended to create an HTML 

sitemap. On top of it being a useful resource for users, web crawlers use the internal 

hyperlinks in an HTML sitemap to navigate through a site and find its content. 

 

The utilisation of internal hyperlinks can also be very beneficial to SEO, as the anchor 

text can add some contextual relevancy to the grading of a page towards its target 

keyword. 

 

5.2.4 Video sitemap 

You can use a video sitemap to add descriptive information (for example, a video's 

title, description, or duration). This is done in much the same way as an XML sitemap 

and can also be submitted to Webmaster Tools. Also like a regular XML sitemap, the 

video sitemap should be updated whenever a significant change is made. When this 

happens, you should resubmit the sitemap to Webmaster Tools. 

 

5.2.5 Other sitemaps 

Like the video sitemap, other sitemaps exist such as news sitemaps and image 

sitemaps. News sitemaps are much like the other sitemaps in that they simply allow 

search engines to find a large list of URLs on your site very quickly and without 

having to crawl through the site. In the case of news sitemaps, search engines will be 

provided with a list of articles that the webmaster would like to be considered for 

news listings (such as Google News). Image sitemaps will provide search engines 

with the same information but for image files.  

 

Whereas video sitemaps carry the benefit of providing information to search engines 

about content which they are unable to see, news sitemaps and image sitemaps 

provide little extra that a search engine can use or that can be used for SEO purposes. 

This is not to say that they are useless as they can contain extra information (news 

sitemaps can contain information about genres of news and image sitemaps can 

contain geolocation information for example), it is just the information that you can 
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provide in these files does not appear to have any significant proven SEO benefit over 

having a regular XML sitemap. 

 

It may still be worth also creating these files in the interest of ensuring that as much 

information as possible is shared with search engines which can only be advantageous 

(it is just that the benefit will be likely to be very slight at best). It should be noted 

though, that search engines like Google will not necessarily automatically accept 

URLs found in a news sitemap as “news” results and image sitemaps will not 

necessarily help get any textual content on the site accepted. As there are large image 

areas to the website, an image sitemap should still be considered. 

 

 

5.3 USE OF THE ROBOTS.TXT FILE 

The robots.txt file is a text file that webmasters create in order to instruct robots 

(typically search engine robots) how to crawl and index pages on their website. It is 

used to limit the search engines' indexing operation solely to the pages that need 

to be indexed. 

 

For example, the pages of internal search engines and the URLs of the search results 

pages must be explicitly indicated in this file to tell the search engine that it does not 

need to index them. 

 

The robots.txt file needs to be placed in the top-level directory of a web server - for 

example: http://www.eurparl.europa.eu/robots.txt. It can also be placed on 

subdomains, as each sub domain on a root directory will use a separate robots.txt file 

– for example:  http://audiovisual.europarl.europa.eu/robots.txt  

 

 Only one "Disallow:" line is allowed for each URL. 

 Google and Bing accept two specific regular expression characters for pattern 

exclusion (* and $). 

 The filename of robots.txt is case sensitive. Use "robots.txt", not 

"Robots.TXT." 

 

The robots.txt file should also reference the XML sitemap or sitemap index. This 

will provide signals to search engines that a sitemap exists and will ensure that search 

engines find it. This should be done using the syntax: 

 

Sitemap: http://www.example.com/sitemap.xml 

 

where the above URL states the location that the sitemap has been saved in – for 

example: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sitemap.xml. 

5.4 CONFIGURATION OF INTERNAL SERVERS 

While this document provides guidance on improving the indexing of external search 

engines, the suggested changes will similarly improve the internal search function 

http://www.eurparl.europa.eu/robots.txt
http://audiovisual.europarl.europa.eu/robots.txt
http://www.example.com/sitemap.xml
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/
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provided by GSA-type Google servers hosted in the European Parliament's Computer 

Centre. 

 

However, these servers would need to be configured to enhance the performance of 

the search engine by: 

 Creating and updating dictionaries and lists of synonyms (so that someone 

searching for 'EU budget' only finds documents referenced with search terms 

such as 'six pack');  

 Creating and updating lists of alternative names (so that a search provides hits 

for an MEP even if the name is incorrectly typed); 

 Making general use of input help tools; 

 Improving the management of data collection to allow searches to be 

conducted on the whole site. 

 

 

5.5 CUSTOM 404 ERROR PAGE 

 

A good 404 error page should look the same as the rest of your site. If someone 

appears on a page that has none of the branding or functionality that they were 

expecting, they are far more likely to leave the site and attempt to find the information 

that they are after elsewhere. You can keep them engaged on your site, however, by 

keeping your branding and appearance consistent. It is important to keep the 

navigation bars that are found on any of your regular pages, as users may wish to 

simply navigate away from the error page normally. 

 

As with any page on your site, the tone and function of your written copy is crucial 

if you are going to lead your users to take the desired action. Make sure your language 

is welcoming and re-assuring. 

 

It is best to give users a call to action to help them find out what they should do 

next. Helping them find what they were looking for by providing the most relevant 

links and by giving them an option to search within your site will help ensure that as 

many users as possible will stay on the site rather than search for information 

elsewhere. 

 

5.6 PAGE SPEED 

 

Research has shown that some search engines, especially the larger ones, might be 

specifically measuring time to first byte as when it considers page speed. In addition, 

a slow page speed means that search engines can crawl fewer pages using their 

allocated crawl budget, and this could negatively affect your indexation. 

Page speed is also important to user experience. Pages with a longer load time tend 

to have higher bounce rates and lower average time on page. 

 

Here are some of the most common ways to increase your page speed: 

http://moz.com/blog/how-website-speed-actually-impacts-search-ranking
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5.6.1 Enable compression 

You should use Gzip, a software application for file compression, to reduce the size 

of your CSS, HTML, and JavaScript files that are larger than 150 bytes. 

You should not use gzip on image files however. Instead, compress these in a 

program like Photoshop where you can retain control over the quality of the image. 

See "Optimise images" below. 

5.6.2 Minify CSS, JavaScript, and HTML 

By optimising your code (including removing spaces, commas, and other 

unnecessary characters), you can dramatically increase your page speed. You 

should also remove code comments, formatting, and unused code. YUI Compressor is 

usually recommended for both CSS and JavaScript. 

5.6.3 Reduce redirects 

Each time a page redirects to another page, your users face additional time waiting for 

the HTTP request-response cycle to complete. For example, if your mobile redirect 

pattern looks like this: "example.com -> www.example.com -> m.example.com -> 

m.example.com/home," each additional redirects makes your page load slower. 

5.6.4 Leverage browser caching 

Browsers cache a lot of information (stylesheets, images, JavaScript files, and more) 

so that when a user returns to your site, the browser doesn't have to reload the entire 

page. You can use a tool like YSlow to see if you already have an expiration date 

set for your cache. Then set your "expires" header for how long you want that 

information to be cached. In many cases, unless your site design changes frequently, a 

year is a reasonable time period. 

5.6.5 Improve server response time 

Your server response time is affected by the amount of traffic you receive, the 

resources each page uses, the software your server uses, and the hosting solution you 

use. To improve your server response time, look for performance bottlenecks like 

slow database queries, slow routing, or a lack of adequate memory and fix them. The 

optimal server response time is under 200ms. 

5.6.6 Use a content distribution network 

Content distribution networks (CDNs), also called content delivery networks, are 

networks of servers that are used to distribute the load of delivering content. 

Essentially, copies of your site are stored at multiple, geographically diverse data 

centres so that users have faster and more reliable access to your site. 

5.6.7 Optimise images 

Be sure that your images are no larger than they need to be, that they are in the 

right file format (PNGs are generally better for graphics with fewer than 16 colours 

while JPEGs are generally better for photographs) and that they are compressed for 

the web. 

https://www.gnu.org/software/gzip/
http://developer.yahoo.com/yui/compressor/
https://addons.mozilla.org/en-US/firefox/addon/YSlow/
http://httpd.apache.org/docs/2.0/mod/mod_expires.html
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Use CSS sprites to create a template for images that you use frequently on your site 

like buttons and icons. CSS sprites combine your images into one large image that 

loads all at once (which means fewer HTTP requests) and then display only the 

sections that you want to show. This means that you are saving load time by not 

making users wait for multiple images to load. 

 

5.7 ERRORS AND REDIRECTIONS  

It is a good idea to check for pages returning non 200 status codes. A page may be 

returning a non 200 status code if it is experiencing errors or if a redirection is placed 

on the page. Ideally there should be no errors present on the site although usually a 

small number will not impact a site’s ranking. If the number of errors is too large 

however, this can send signals to search engines that the website is not being taken 

care of closely.  

 

Redirections should also be checked to make sure that the correct sort is in place. 301 

redirections are almost always the type of redirection that should be used, but there 

are several other types of redirection which have their own unique uses. If the wrong 

type is used, this can potentially cause SEO issues. 

 

5.8 MOBILE DEVICES 

As mobile search is increasing in popularity, search engines are showing more 

preference for websites that provide users with a good experience on mobile devices. 

This means, that it is becoming more important to ensure that you have a website 

design that can be navigated easily on a mobile device. Methods for achieving this 

vary, but usually this involves either building a separate mobile site, creating a mobile 

subdomain or changing the styling of the site so that it uses responsive design. 

 

Site speed is also an important factor in this and while it was mentioned above in the 

Documents and Improvements section that documents be as compressed as possible, 

this should go for all aspects of the website in order to have page loading times as 

small as possible. 
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6 Content Strategy Considerations 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

There are several points to take into account when creating content for a site: 

 Determine what content you already have 

 Plan your content 

 Create an approval process for your content 

 Create an editorial calendar 

 Identify content distribution channels 

 Check Analytics 

 Archive your content 

 

 

6.2 DETERMINE WHAT CONTENT YOU ALREADY HAVE   

Performing a content audit in order to determine what content you already have, and 

how it might be repurposed, is considered a good starting point for creating a content 

strategy. This would involve checking for assets and items of interest that you have 

published in the past (such as white papers, published articles, presentations, and other 

materials) that are likely to capture the attention of an external audience. These can 

be examined to help find trends on popular site content, and what is performing 

less well. This can inform your decisions moving forward as to what content pieces 

should be created. 

6.3 PLAN YOUR CONTENT 

Planning content is a key to success. This can be something as simple as deciding how 

many posts are created and published each month, to the actual content of each piece. 

Factors such as word count, form and tone all need to be considered. It is 

recommended to test and re-test these factors which will help inform your content, 

although understanding market trends is also an important point. Understanding 

resources, such as image libraries or expert insight, can help deliver high performance 

content. 

 

6.4 CONTENT APPROVAL PROCESS 

Defining content stakeholders, from brand and marketing to legal and regulatory 

bodies, is vital to publishing content. Without putting in a place a strict feedback loop, 

whereby all stakeholders are informed and enrolled in the project, feedback times can 

increase. It is important that everyone is educated and aware of the process, and 

is involved and communicative. 

 

6.5 ORGANISE SCHEDULED CONTENT IN AN EDITORIAL CALENDAR 

Mapping out the core content areas on an editorial or content calendar takes care of a 

number of factors. It helps with deadline appropriation, allows for coordination of 

http://marketeer.kapost.com/content-pillar/
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efforts, and provides visibility of launch dates for cornerstone content assets. It 

also unifies your content team around a single timeline that everyone can see. 

Ensure that everyone is aware of who is responsible for what they are working on, and 

of their deadlines. It is a good idea to be as specific as possible with the tasks. This 

varies depending on the kinds of materials you are producing, but is a key question to 

answer before you get started producing content. 

 

6.6 IDENTIFY KEY CONTENT DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS 

Not all content should live on every social platform. Different types of content do 

better in different digital ecosystems. Sharing pictures on Pinterest usually gets 

more engagement that sharing them on Twitter, for example. Find the right 

distribution channels to support your content assets, then test how different content 

styles and types perform to better optimise how, when, and with whom that content is 

shared. 

6.7 IDENTIFY KEY PERFORMANCE METRICS TO TRACK FOR EACH OF 

THOSE CHANNELS 

Once you’ve identified the channels you’ll be populating, ensure that you have a 

method for checking for success. Pinpoint the performance metrics that will shine 

light on your content success, or failure. This often goes beyond Google Analytics.  

Metrics could include: referral traffic to your website, social shares, number of 

influencers who share your content regularly through the identified channel, 

individual engagement per post, and more.  

 

6.8 CHECK ANALYTICS REGULARLY 

You should check in with your analytics package regularly. Irregular tracking results 

in inconsistent data, misleading figures, and a marred content marketing strategy. 

Set consistent data check-in intervals and incorporate them into your 

overarching content marketing strategy. This data can be used to inform the 

creation of content which will perform better. Marketers increasingly find that 

incorporating a metrics-and-data-based feedback loop into their marketing strategy is 

helping their content perform better overall. 

 

6.9 ARCHIVE YOUR CONTENT AND CAMPAIGNS FOR EASY RETRIEVAL 

AND ACCESS 

To decrease total costs associated with content marketing, reuse, rewrite, repurpose, 

and republish assets that do well for your site. As a best practice, you should also 

be able to access the original content pieces for easy retrieval. Content that is lost, 

buried, or forgotten provides no value. 
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7 Link Building Strategy 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

There are a number of areas that should be considered when starting out with a link 

building strategy. Taking each of these into account will help ensure that there are as 

few untapped sources of links as possible. These points are: 

 Identify low hanging fruit and capitalise on any that you find; 

 Ensure that there are no broken links on your site that you can redirect back to 

your homepage; 

 Identify sites which regularly mention you and ask that they link to your 

domain; 

 Consider Targeted content and/or Landmark content creation. 

 

7.2 IDENTIFY “LOW HANGING FRUIT” 

There are a number of ways to gain easy links to your website – often referred to as 

“low hanging fruit”. These methods capitalise on resources that are already 

available to your website but are not being used to their full potential. 

7.3 LOST LINK EQUITY 

You should check your site for pages which currently result in 404 errors or redirect 

incorrectly. These pages may contain even small amounts of link equity, which would 

otherwise be squandered. On finding any such pages, these should be redirected 

(using a 301 redirection) to the closest thematically relevant page. 

7.4 SITE MENTIONS  

You should search for websites which have mentioned your site or organisation 

and request that they provide a link to your site. This is a good idea for both 

websites as their visitors will be receiving a better experience if they provide a link, 

being able to go directly to the source of the information that is being used on this 

other website. 

7.5 TARGETED CONTENT 

Targeted Content is differentiated from ‘Low Hanging Fruit’ by the time taken for 

research and creation as well as the perceived longevity of supporting outreach 

campaigns. Targeted Content allows for an accompanying outreach campaign of 

between 1 and 3 months and is likely to be a minimum of 500 words written 

content and/or a visual asset if being produced to host on-site. 

An ‘outreach campaign’ constitutes the targeted contact of sites in order to promote 

on-site content or co-create content in order to generate links back to your domain. 

This can be done through an On-site campaign which would involve the creation of 

one piece of extremely interesting, well researched content, relevant to any area 

of the site which you would specifically want targeted. 
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It can also be done through an Off-site campaign where you would oversee the 

creation of smaller assets to go live on other authoritative, relevant websites. This 

content can then be linked back to whichever site area you would wish to be targeted. 

 

Off-site campaigns may include: 

 

 Provision of data to external sites and co-creation of content linking back to 

your domain; 

 Competitions on external sites; 

 Placement of graphical content/infographics that cannot be hosted on your 

domain. 

 

The core objective of Targeted Content is to deliver SEO value through generating 

links to a content piece associated with a specific area that you are targeting.  

 

7.6 LANDMARK CONTENT 

Landmark Content is differentiated from Targeted by nature of production resource 

required and perceived longevity of supporting outreach campaigns. A Landmark 

Content campaign allows for an accompanying outreach campaign of 3+ months. 

 

Landmark content production resource is classified as where there is the requirement 

for any significant form of coding and design or research & analysis. Landmark 

campaigns will include but are not limited to: 

 Tools, calculators and plugins 

 Games 

 Interactive timelines 

 Interactive content pieces 

 Infographics 

 Maps 

 Image hubs 

 Videos  

 Web apps 

 Large scale surveys & supporting content 

 Data analysis & visualisation 

 Interviews (utilising celebrities or experts) 
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The ideation and creation of Landmark Content is driven by core SEO objectives and 

product targets. The core objective of Landmark Content is to deliver SEO value 

through creation and utilisation of an interactive/creative asset in order to generate 

links to an associated to a product area on-site.  

 

 

 

 

 


