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About me

John Keates

- Platform engineering at Wehkamp Retail Group

- Consultancy

- DevOps Culture and Cloud Architecture

     @johnkeates pretty much everywhere
(CNCF/Istio/K8S Slack, GitHub, Mastodon etc.)

Same old picture everywhere



Wehkamp Retail Group
2M active customers

Wehkamp serves (future) 
families, with women often 
taking the lead in shopping for 
the whole household.



So what makes a platform?
- Software (and services) that exists to enable other software
- Supposed to make that second part easier (lower cognitive load)
- As a product, it tends to have a name and customers (users, our engineers)



So what makes a platform?
- Software (and services) that exists to enable other software
- Supposed to make that second part easier (lower cognitive load)
- As a product, it tends to have a name and customers (users, our engineers)

- Camille & Ian: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9lPp-6nJ8bI (KubeCon EU ‘25)
- Chris & Corbin: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SCveWC_6LyQ (KubeCon Platform Day NA ‘25)

- https://cloudnativeplatforms.com/initiatives/platform-maturity-model-assessment/ 

- What I Talk About When I Talk About Platforms (https://martinfowler.com/)
- Ruben: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-54712-6_11  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9lPp-6nJ8bI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SCveWC_6LyQ
https://cloudnativeplatforms.com/initiatives/platform-maturity-model-assessment/
https://martinfowler.com/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-54712-6_11


How much is enough?

via: mcc@mastodon.social

- Cognitive load low enough?
- Changes can flow through, unblocked?

- Safely
- With ownership



1952 - first advertisement 1955 - first catalogue 1995 - first steps online 2010 - completely online 2018 - mobile first

Our history

2021 - 
Acquisition

kleertjes.com 



WRG (around 2015)
- Commercial COTS hosting stack
- In-house software on top of that
- Lots of handoffs
- No changes unless CAB says so

via: xkcd 2347
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WRG (around 2015)
- What is located where
- Who owns it
- Link to more links (out of frame) 
- Mappings for different owners



WRG (around 2015)
- How to do things
- What means what



How do you make this better?
- By “trying harder”



How do you make this better?
- By “trying harder”
- Having an internal high-level champion with the means to say yeet before it was cool



Atlas
A much more platform-y platform.

- Users can engineer and release all day without leaving the IDE
- *If you don’t count code reviews
- *If no problems were introduced

Atlas, hard at work



Atlas
So many CNCF projects, we’re at risk of creating our own landscape!

- Kubernetes, Istio and ArgoCD as the main drivers running the show
- Helm charts, Prometheus, FluentBit, ESO, KEDA, External DNS and more…

Essentially what happens if you were to take the concept of a 12-factor app! Atlas, hard at work



Atlas



Automation & Self-Service
Instead of all engineers becoming platform engineers as a side-job:

- Defaults that work for the happy flow ✅
- Generic archetypes are used abundantly anyway ✅
- If you are doing something special, you were going to spend extra effort regardless ✅

- Creating and delivering those defaults 🤔



Provisioner
API and UI for:

- Creating common resources
- Managing secrets
- Kicking off async updates

- So you can get to work faster
- Ensuring resources that require 

relationships are actually connected to 
each other

- Taking the identity of the user into 
account (ownership, IAM)



Provisioner
- Flashy version of sed
- No schema?
- What is wrong with making a PR

Me, before I realised I was wrong



Backstage



Backstage
- Fix everything
- Make everything better
- Do things we can’t even imagine yet
- Make you fall in love
- Never stub your toes again
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Backstage (attempt #1)
- Made it build and run
- Talked about it a lot
- Got a lot of excitement going

But then:
- Trouble integrating

- No auth
- No git
- Scaffolder half-worked

- Someone accidentally pushed out a catalog-info to every repo

- Excitement fizzled out, questions were raised
- Teams going back to ‘normal work’



Backstage (attempt #2)
- Made it build and run (again), this time without a SWE or senior PE
- Talked about it a little bit less (temper expectations)
- Got a lot of excitement going anyway (it’s so cool!)

But then:
- Still trouble integrating

- Using a universal token for everything
- No traceability across integrations

- Scaffolder works but so did the existing provisioning system
- No users

- TechDocs work great but no docs to put in there
- We’ll need to write some plugins to make use of existing systems

- Mainly our terraform/tofu module abstractions
- Things break, a lot



Backstage (attempt #3)
- Made it build and run (again)
- Talked about it a little bit less (temper expectations, again)
- Got a lot of excitement going anyway (again, because it’s so cool!)

But then:
- Still trouble integrating

- Same as before
- We’ll need to write some plugins to make use of existing systems

- Same as before
- We realise we should have started with the catalog and onboarding

- We start out with an injection script were we first scrape and 
provision it locally, works great! (-ish..)

- We still break stuff, a lot











Backstage (attempt #3)
Users report:

- Catalog looks good, but no owners?
- No relationships with other entities either…
- SSO works great now!
- But, docs either appear when they shouldn’t, 
- or don’t appear when they should 🤔
- Provisioning sometimes works, sometimes you get:

None of these are actual ‘big problems’,
or an issue with Backstage!







This might be too much platform
We learned a lot:

- Tried to turn a shared responsibility into a top-down responsibility

- It takes a little availability from a lot of stakeholders to make something 
like this works, similar to a community (i.e. you guys!)

- Having a team setup the foundation and then everyone bring in 
smaller bits to get what they need will work great

- Our platform & infrastructure team isn’t structured to do software 
development for larger projects well! (even if it’s just extending)

- For some reason we still want Backstage and are likely to try it again 🤫



Atlas



What did we get out of all of this?
- Runtime side of the platform is already greatly appreciated
- Governance and data quality has to happen first

- That means metadata and schemas must be mandatory!

- Documentation will always be hard, but having a simple rule helps a ton
- If the docs are related to code, commit it to git when you commit 

that code it is about, no excuses

- Golden paths as an experiment ended up being used as a project 
template and generator

- Team-agnostic groups were established to work on the quality and 
workflow side of engineering, away from the daily feature factory.



Provisioner
API and UI for:

- Creating common resources
- Managing secrets
- Kicking off async updates

- So you can get to work faster
- Ensuring resources that require 

relationships are actually connected to 
each other

- Taking the identity of the user into 
account (ownership, IAM)
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Provisioner
You can start with a full application,
or just start with a repo. 

When needed, you can always add 
persistence services, secrets.

Afterwards, if you need to dig into
any of them, we have a central
starting point: the cockpit.



Provisioner
This causes a template to be rendered,
committed, and applied in GitHub:

(3 bots talking to each other)





It’s still a success!
Sometimes it feels like we’re re-implementing an IDP… scaffolding, central place to get started, dashboards

Maybe that is the way to go for us:
- Solve each workflow, data quality or culturally ingrained thing first
- Use lightweight interfaces and cookiecutter techniques to get more traction first
- Backstage once more?



Atlas



Thank you!

Leave me some 
feedback!

https://sched.co/2CW2g
Slides:
https://github.com/johnkeates/presentations




