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Executive Summary

The emergence of generative Al has upended the traditional symbiotic model between content publishers and web crawlers. Historically,
search engines like Google crawled websites to improve the search experience, driving user traffic back to the original source. In
contrast, modern Al systems (e.g. ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude) deploy advanced Al crawlers that harvest web content to train large
language models, often without redirecting users to the source. This shift has sparked intense concern among publishers, who see their
advertising and subscription revenues decline while Al companies profit from the freely harvested content.

Cloudflare, a leading CDN and internet infrastructure provider (protecting ~20% of the Internet (Source: www.windowscentral.com),
responded to this paradigm shift by making significant policy changes. In mid-2025 Cloudflare reversed its stance on Al crawling: rather
than (optionally) allowing crawlers by default, it blocks Al crawlers by default on new websites. Website owners can still opt in to allow
specific crawlers, but only after giving explicit permission and clarifying the crawler’s intent (training, inference, or search) (Source:
www.infosecurity-magazine.com) (Source: adqully.me). This move was accompanied by a suite of new tools - managed robots.txt,

content signals, and a "pay-per-crawl” system — designed to give publishers control over their data.

Cloudflare’s primary reasoning is to protect the economic interests of content creators and preserve a free and open web in the Al
era. Cloudflare's leadership argues that without change, the incentive to produce original content will vanish. As Page and co-founder
Matthew Prince warned, unchecked Al crawling “deprives content creators of revenue” and threatens the future of the Internet (Source:
adgully.me). By enforcing a permission-based model and default opt-out for Al scraping, Cloudflare aims to restore balance to the web:
site owners regain agency (and potential compensation) over their content (Source: adgully.me) (Source: adgully.me).

This report provides a comprehensive analysis of Cloudflare’s new default-block policy, examining the technical background (robots.txt
and crawling), the evolving content economy, Cloudflare’'s data and tools, industry reactions, case studies, and future implications. We
marshal data on crawler activity, cite expert opinions and industry statements, and consider multiple perspectives (publishers, Al
developers, regulators) to explain why Cloudflare acted as it did, and what this portends for the web.
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Introduction and Background

The Internet’s open architecture historically allowed search engines to crawl and index content, benefiting both users and site owners.
Robots.txt, introduced in 1994 (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io), let webmasters give basic instructions to

crawlers about what to index or avoid. Compliant bots (notably Googlebot) would obey these directives, driving traffic to sites via search
results. For decades, this created a win-win: publishers gained visibility and advertising revenue, while search companies built better
services.

However, the rise of large language models has disrupted this balance. Al companies (e.g. OpenAl, Google, Anthropic, Meta) deploy
sophisticated web crawlers (often called Al bots, Al spiders, or Al scrapers) to harvest massive datasets directly from the web. Unlike
traditional search crawlers, these Al agents do not necessarily send users back to the source. Instead, they use scraped content to
generate answers in proprietary apps or to train models. Users increasingly rely on Al-generated summaries or answers (for example,
ChatGPT or Google's Al previews) instead of clicking through to original websites.

This has profound implications for online content creators. Without incoming traffic, advertising views and subscriber interest can decline,
undermining the economic incentive to produce quality content. Publishers have observed dramatic declines in referral traffic from
search engines, attributed to Al systems providing "answers” without linking out. As Cloudflare’s CEO noted at a Cannes summit, a decade
ago Google crawled roughly 2 pages for each visitor sent to a publisher; today, users often “follow fewer footnotes,” drastically reducing
engagement with source material (Source: www.axios.com). With Al crawlers, the imbalance is far more acute: Cloudflare’'s data shows Al
crawl-to-visit ratios in the thousands, far exceeding search engines’ modest levels (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source:

blog.cloudflare.com) (see Table 1).

Table 1: Crawl-to-Referral Ratios for Web Crawlers (June 2025) (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). In simple terms, a crawl-to-referral ratio

of X:1 means X visits by a crawler per one referral click to the site.

BOT/PLATFORM CRAWL-TO-REFERRAL RATIO
Google Search ~14 :1

OpenAl (ChatGPT/GPTBot) ~1,700 : 1

Anthropic (ClaudeBot) ~73,000:1

As Table 1 illustrates, Al training crawlers visit sites orders of magnitude more per referral than Google. In practical terms, an Al company
like OpenAl might request 1,700 pages from a site for every one user visit that site receives via ChatGPT answers (Source:
blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). For Anthropic, the gulf is even wider (reported at ~73,000:1). In contrast, Google's

classical model was roughly a dozen crawls per visit (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: blog.cloudflare.com).

This extreme data asymmetry breaks the “crawl-for-traffic” model. Publishers now fear that Al customers can consume their content at
scale without credit or compensation. In some cases, Al systems even present content directly in search results (e.g. Google's Al
shippets), further eroding clicks to original articles. Content licensing firm analyses and lawsuits (e.g. The New York Times, Ziff Davis suits
against OpenAl (Source: apnews.com) (Source: www.reuters.com) underscore publishers’ perception of an existential threat. In this
context, many publishers and advocates have called for stronger controls, including adherence to robots.txt or outright blocking of
unauthorized scraping (Source: www.reuters.com) (Source: www.reuters.com).Cloudflare, given its vantage point as a proxy and bot
management provider for millions of sites, has been closely monitoring these trends. In response, they have introduced new features and
default policies to help site owners regain control over their content. The coming sections analyze what Cloudflare has done and why -
situating their actions in the broader historical and technical context of web crawling and content rights.

Historical Context: Robots.txt and Web Crawling

The Robots Exclusion Protocol, embodied by the robots.txt file at a website's root, was formalized in the mid-1990s (originally as an
informal convention) to help site owners guide search bots. A robots.txt can include directives such as pisallow or Allow, specifying
which user-agents (bots) can access which parts of the site (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io). Crucially,
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compliance with robots.txt is voluntary: crawling bots are expected to respect it as a matter of etiquette, not because of any
enforceable rule (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io). Early major bots (Googlebot, Bingbot, etc.) dutifully

honored these rules, enabling a transparent interaction: websites could block unwanted crawls without hiding content from human users.

Over time, robots.txt usage became standard practice among sites. Data from Cloudflare shows that roughly one-third of top domains
had a robots.txt as of mid-2025 (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). However, even when present, few sites explicitly configured it to block

Al-related crawlers. Cloudflare's Radar data indicated that as of mid-2025, only ~7.8% of top sites disallowed OpenAl's "GPTBot"” by name,
and even smaller fractions blocked bots like anthopic-ai or ClaudeBot (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). In other words, most content creators

had not fully utilized robots.txt to express preferences about Al.

Meanwhile, many modern crawlers ignore or circumvent robots.txt . The problem has grown urgent: Reuters reported that “various Al
companies are bypassing the Robots Exclusion Protocol (robots.txt) to scrape content from publisher sites” (Source: www.reuters.com).
For example, the Al search engine Perplexity was accused by Cloudflare/others of scraping despite explicit pisallow rules (Source:
www.itpro.com) (Source: www.reuters.com). Firms like TollBit (content licensing) and the News/Media Alliance have warned that ignoring
"do not crawl” signals undermines publishers' ability to monetize content (Source: www.reuters.com) (Source: www.reuters.com). These
developments highlight a crisis: the traditional channel of using robots.txt is no longer sufficient to protect content, because Al agents
may simply ignore it.

In summary, robots.txt began as a humble web-standard courtesy, but its voluntary nature limits enforcement in the Al era. This
backdrop explains Cloudflare’s motivation to go further: pairing robots.txt signals with stronger, network-enforced blocks, and default
policies that don't rely on site owners explicitly hiring them.

The Rise of Al Crawlers and the Content Exchange Breakdown

Historically, SEOs and content creators viewed crawlers as allies. Google's spiders made high-value content discoverable, increasing page
views and ad revenue. This symbiosis is now fracturing. Modern Al applications often serve direct answers or summaries to users, giving
the user what they need without requiring a click back to the original website (Source: adgully.me). The financial logic of the web is thus
undermined: a 2025 Reuters report noted the dramatic decline in click-to-access traffic as Al-driven summaries supplant search links
(Source: www.reuters.com) (Source: www.reuters.com).

Cloudflare's internal traffic analyses make this vivid. In mid-2025, Cloudflare’'s Radar team reported that Google provided about 14 crawl
requests per referral visit, whereas OpenAl's own crawlers requested roughly 1,700 pages per referral, and Anthropic’s crawlers about
73,000 (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). This massive imbalance means content is extracted at scale without

corresponding traffic. Cloudflare explains that this “clearly breaks the ‘crawl in exchange for traffic' relationship that previously existed
between search crawlers and publishers” (Source: blog.cloudflare.com).

The data-driven aspect of Cloudflare’s decision is clear: publishers are no longer receiving the benefits of openness. As one analysis put
it, Al crawlers are "data-greedy bots [that scrape] human-created content without permission and without paying for it” (Source:
www.infosecurity-magazine.com). In the absence of incoming visitors, sites earn no ad impressions and miss out on potential

subscriptions. Major content companies (e.g. Condé Nast, Gannett, USA Today Network) have publicly supported Cloudflare's measures,
explicitly citing lost revenue and unfair free usage of content as their motivation (Source: adgully.me) (Source: www.reuters.com).
Cloudflare itself echoed this sentiment: it warned that without rebalancing, “the future of the Internet is at risk” as creators lose incentive
(Source: adqully.me).

In sum, Al's appetite for data has put traditional revenue models under strain. Cloudflare's adoption of default bot-blocking is a direct
reaction to these economic pressures. By controlling crawler access at the network layer, Cloudflare and its customers aim to reintroduce
the quid-pro-quo of the open web.

Cloudflare's Data and Pilot Findings

Beyond external news reports, Cloudflare has amassed its own evidence of the Al-crawling problem. In a 2025 blog post, the company
presented detailed statistics on bot traffic to Cloudflare-protected sites (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: adgully.me). Key findings

include:

. Dominance of New Al Bots: As of mid-2025, OpenAl's gpreot had become the most prevalent bot on Cloudflare sites, surpassing
traditional crawlers like Googlebot and other large tech bots (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). For example, GpTBot requests had grown
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to even exceed those from Amazon'’s crawler (see chart in [10]).

« Drop in Non-GPTAI Crawling Share: The share of sites accessed by older scrapers (like ByteDance's Bytespider ) plummeted after
Cloudflare's early blocking efforts. From July 2024 onward, Bytespider’s access share fell ~71%, while many of those requests were
explicitly blocked by site settings (Source: blog.cloudflare.com).

« Widespread Opt-in to Blocking: More than one million sites on Cloudflare actively enabled the one-click “block Al scrapers” feature
introduced in July 2024 (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: adgully.me). This demonstrates strong publisher desire for blocking.
(In fact, Cloudflare noted this adoption was the impetus for making blocking the default for new sites (Source: www.infosecurity-
magazine.com) (Source: adgully.me).)

« Underutilization of robots.txt: Only ~37% of top domains even had a robots.txt file at all (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). Of those,

very few listed Al crawlers in pDisallow rules. For example, as of July 2025 only ~7.8% of top sites disallowed GpTBot , and under 5%
disallowed other major Al bots (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). These gaps highlighted to Cloudflare that manual robots.txt
management was not keeping pace with new bot threats.

These data points reinforce why Cloudflare intervened. Cloudflare’'s researchers explicitly concluded that most websites were not
proactively limiting Al access, either because they were unaware or lacked the technical bandwidth. By offering managed solutions,
Cloudflare could fill this gap.

At the same time, Cloudflare’s network data shows exploding Al crawler activity. In one report, Cloudflare’s Radar team found overall
crawling by Al search/assistant bots had grown sharply (e.g. an 18% month-over-month rise across early 2025 (Source: noise.getoto.net).
Even though individual request volumes can be small per bot, the aggregate is enormous due to the bot fleet of Al startups scaling rapidly

(Source: workmind.ai) (Source: workmind.ai). Cloudflare notes that the infrastructure required to serve these crawlers — servers,
bandwidth — imposes costs on web hosts, so unregulated scraping also harms site performance (Source: workmind.ai).

Collectively, these analyses led Cloudflare to believe it had both a technical selling point and an ethical justification for default bot-
blocking. The data gave quantitative backing to publishers’ anecdotal complaints, and informed the fine-tuning of new features.

Cloudflare’'s New Al Content Control Tools

To address the crawling problem, Cloudflare has rolled out several tools, culminating in the new default-block policy. These initiatives can
be summarized as follows:
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FEATURE/POLICY DESCRIPTION LAUNCH DATE

. A user-configurable toggle (free on all plans) to block all known Al crawler July 2024 (Source:
One-Click Al Block . o .
user-agent strings. This immediately stops many Al bots at the network edge. adgully.me)

An automated service where Cloudflare creates or updates the site's
robots.txt toinclude Al-specific directives (e.g. disallowing Al training).
Managed robots.txt . . July 2025 (Source:
. . Also extends the file with new Al-use tags (ai-train, ai-input, etc.) so
with Content Signals L www.cloudflare.net)
that owners can declare how their site’'s content may be used (Source:

www.cloudflare.net) (Source: www.cloudflare.net).

New domains added to Cloudflare are now asked if they want to allow Al
crawlers. The default answer is no, installing robots.txt rules that disallow

Default Al Block on . i . . July 2025 (Source:
. or block Al bots. Site owners can later opt in to permit specific crawlers
Sign-Up ) ) ) adgully.me)
(Source: adqully.me) (Source: adqully.me). This way, every new site starts in a
"safe" state.

.. Dashboard and API tools to identify exactly which crawlers visit a site, and
Al Crawler Auditing

and Granular selectively block or allow them. Cloudflare introduced granular bot traffic Sept 2024 (Source:
. analytics and one-click templates to block specific Al bot user-agents adgully.me)

Blocking

(Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: adgully.me).

A mechanism for content owners to charge Al companies for crawling. Site

. . . July 2025 (beta)

Pay-Per-Crawl operators can require a payment (signaled by HTTP 402) for bots that wish to (Source:
(Beta) access content beyond standard allowances (Source: www.reuters.com). In '

. . . . www.reuters.com)
effect, this allows negotiations or licensing around data usage.

Table 2: Summary of Cloudflare’s Al content control initiatives (2024—2025). Dates are when features were beta-released or announced.

These features reflect a shift to a permission-based model. Previously, crawlers had implied consent under the “public web" ethos
(unless manually blocked). Now, Cloudflare is instituting an opt-in paradigm: bots must be explicitly allowed. For example, as Stephanie
Cohen (Cloudflare CSO) put it, under the new system “Al companies will now be required to obtain explicit permission to access content,
including clarifying whether their intent is training, inference or search” (Source: www.infosecurity-magazine.com).

The launch of a default block on new sites is a key part of this change. By asking site owners up-front and defaulting to block, Cloudflare
makes the policy actionable. One official explanation noted that asking every new customer at setup “eliminates the need for webpage
owners to manually configure their settings to opt out” (Source: adgully.me). In practice, this means that immediately upon activation of
Cloudflare, a new domain’s content is (by default) shielded from Al bots. The owner must take steps to reverse that if they wish.

All of these moves are rooted in Cloudflare's desire to empower content creators. The Cloudflare blog emphasizes that site owners “should
have agency over Al bot activity on their websites” (Source: blog.cloudflare.com), and that robots.txt can serve as a “Code of Conduct”

sign for bots (Source: blog.cloudflare.com). But because robots.txt alone relies on good behavior, Cloudflare supplements it with active

enforcement (via its firewall) and sensible defaults. As one analyst noted, Cloudflare’'s WAF (Web Application Firewall) can “enforce these
rules” and block unwanted user-agents at the network edge — a far stronger guarantee than a text file (Source: workmind.ai).

Cloudflare's move thus provides both signal and enforcement. Site owners signal “no Al" through updated robots and settings, while
Cloudflare's global edge network can actually refuse or slow down unauthorized crawlers. In their blog, Cloudflare even boasts that their
bot management can distinguish human versus Al crawlers, applying blocks accordingly (Source: adgully.me).

In summary, Cloudflare has built a toolkit to give authors back control: default settings that protect them, plus options to un-block or
monetize if desired. The reasoning is succinctly stated by Cloudflare's CEO: “Original content is what makes the Internet one of the
greatest inventions,” and it must be “protected” with an economic model that works for all (Source: adgully.me).

Economic and Ethical Rationale
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Cloudflare’s primary justifications for default-blocking Al crawlers center on economic sustainability and digital fairness. Officials
repeatedly point out that the old click-driven web economy is faltering under Al's weight. As Matthew Prince explained, if users receive
answers from Al bots instead of clicking through, “the incentive to create original, quality content [for sites] disappears” and "the future of
the Internet is at risk” (Source: adgully.me). The reasoning is that content creators (journalists, bloggers, educators) need traffic to
monetize their work. Al crawling without reciprocity threatens that revenue stream.

Publishers themselves have echoed this logic. For example, the News/Media Alliance (representing 2,200+ U.S. publishers) warned that
ignoring “do not crawl!” signals could "undermine content monetization and the journalism industry” (Source: www.reuters.com). Senior
media executives like Condé Nast CEO Roger Lynch and Dotdash Meredith CEO Neil Vogel praised Cloudflare’'s move, saying it would
create “a fair value exchange on the Internet” and allow publishers to “limit access to our content to those Al partners willing to engage in
fair arrangements” (Source: adgully.me). The large Internet companies—Reddit, Gannett, Pinterest, Ziff Davis—have publicly stated similar
views, framing Cloudflare’s policy as aligning incentives for innovation and content creation (Source: adgully.me) (Source: adqully.me).

Another aspect is data ethics and the idea of consent. Cloudflare's blog and allied commentary stress that users often don't realize their
content is being harvested for commercial Al. Workmind's blog notes that site owners “had no idea their hard work was being used to build
multi-billion dollar Al products” (Source: workmind.ai). The prevailing norm—bots can gather anything unless explicitly blocked—is being
challenged as unfair. Many argue it should become an opt-in scenario: Al crawlers must respect creators’ consent (via robots.txt or
contracts). Cloudflare's policy enforces that shift.

There are legal overtones as well. While robots.txt itself is not legally enforceable, Cloudflare points out that headers in robots or
licensing charters could gain legal weight (Source: www.cloudflare.net). By making signals clear and readily available, they strengthen the
argument that bots ignored site owners' preferences at their own risk. Moreover, lawsuits filed by major publishers (e.g. NYT, AP, Rolling
Stone) against Al companies are highlighting that data use without consent crosses into copyright and contract issues (Source:
apnews.com) (Source: www.reuters.com). Cloudflare's approach of requiring permission can help avoid such disputes by establishing a
market (or gatekeeping mechanism) around web content.

Finally, there is a competitive balance argument. Cloudflare notes that Al companies (especially big tech) can simply scrape the web
without cost, while any startup or smaller competitor must do the same to compete. Default-blocking "builds fences” around the web (in
the words of one analysis (Source: workmind.ai), forcing a new equilibrium. In doing so, the policy arguably fuels more ethical Al
development — encouraging licensing deals and content partnerships rather than free-riding. Indeed, Cloudflare’s initiative encourages Al
developers to become “partners” rather than predators on the open web (Source: adgully.me) (Source: workmind.ai).

In sum, Cloudflare's reasoning is that the web’s long-term viability requires giving content owners real choice and potential
compensation for data use. The default-block policy is justified as a corrective to an asymmetric system that currently favors Al
companies at the expense of creators.

lllustrative Cases and Perspectives

Publisher Standpoint

Major publishers and digital media companies have vocally supported Cloudflare’s moves. For example, Condé Nast (publisher of Vogue,
Wired, etc.) called the default block a "game-changer” that establishes a new standard: Al companies must no longer take content for free
(Source: adgully.me). USA Today Network’s leadership emphasized that as "the largest publisher in the country,” blocking unauthorized
scraping is “critically important” to protect valuable intellectual property (Source: adgully.me). These voices see Cloudflare's policy as an
extension of their own longstanding calls for respect and compensation.

Licensing organizations similarly applaud the shift. The Reuters News Media Alliance statement (Mt. [6]) framed ignoring robots as
undermining monetization prospects. Cloudflare’s press release quotes the Alliance CEO extolling Cloudflare’s tool as empowering
publishers of all sizes to "reclaim control” of their content (Source: www.cloudflare.net). Similarly, agencies like the RSL Collective argue
that content must be not only protected, but also properly licensed and tracked, aligning with Cloudflare’s technical signals (Source:

www.cloudflare.net).

On a granular level, smaller content creators and SEO professionals have noted technical benefits. Aggressive scraping by GPTBot and
others can spike server load and bandwidth usage. Workmind’'s guide points out that blocking these bots “protects your website's
performance” and saves hosting costs (Source: workmind.ai). Many webmasters have already toggled Cloudflare's Al-block switch for this
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reason (reducing load spikes) even before considering content rights (Source: blog.cloudflare.com) (Source: blog.cloudflare.com).

In case law, publishers emphasize that training an Al without permission can be infringement. For example, open web scraping led the New
York Times to sue OpenAl in late 2023 (Source: apnews.com). The Times contended that ChatGPT's answers (and "no-click” retrieval)
stripped away ad revenue and violated their copyrights. Cloudflare's stance echoes that fight: it gives site owners a built-in “no scrapers”
default, sidestepping legal ambiguity by preventing the action.

Al Company Perspective

From the standpoint of Al developers and researchers, Cloudflare’'s changes have been controversial. Many in the Al field assert that
models need broad web data and that requiring individual permissions complicates data collection. Some view robots.txt as a legacy
that shouldn’t constrain machine learning (especially if data is publicly accessible). Indeed, when Cloudflare accused Perplexity of
ignoring robots.txt, Perplexity’s team vocally disagreed, calling it a sales pitch (Source: www.itpro.com). They argue that the web was built

for crawling and that bots should be free to access public data (often invoking “fair use” doctrines in legal discussions) (Source:
workmind.ai).

Critics also argue that Cloudflare’'s measures may “lock down" content, potentially hampering innovation. Tech commentators have noted
that requiring payments or permissions could reduce the availability of data for beneficial Al services (Source: www.techradar.com). A

TechRadar analysis warned that Cloudflare’'s pay-per-crawl system “treats all web pages equally in value” and may deter Al firms, since
huge amounts of web data can be obtained from free public sources (like Common Crawl) (Source: www.techradar.com). If Al companies

face complex licensing costs, smaller Al startups may struggle to gather training data, entrenching incumbents or state-backed models.
The critique is that “current systems like pay-per-crawl fail to address the fundamental imbalance... the battle over Al data rights is more
about power than payment” (Source: www.techradar.com).

On the other hand, some within the Al community acknowledge the shift toward permission models as inevitable. A balanced view
suggests that requiring deals or fees for data access could professionalize data markets. In the Workmind guide, the "Al developer”
section concedes that although Cloudflare's changes make life harder for Al builders, they could lead to more ethical Al drawing on well-
documented data sources (Source: workmind.ai). Moreover, the tech industry as a whole is moving toward more transparent data practices
(e.g. data provenance tagging (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io), so Cloudflare’s policy might accelerate standard-setting.

In summary, Al companies present the counter-view that sweeping blocks might stifle innovation or create fractured data availability.
Cloudflare's approach forces a reckoning: either comply with site owners or find alternative philosophies. The clash with Perplexity — in
which Cloudflare publicly de-listed Perplexity's crawler as "verified” after detection of evasion (Source: www.itpro.com) — exemplifies the
tension. It remains to be seen how Al services will adapt (e.g. by negotiating access, developing alternative datasets, or lobbying for
regulations).

Web Users and Services Perspective

From the end-user’s standpoint, the effects are subtle but significant. In the short term, one consequence of Cloudflare’s policy is that the
web’s openness is more restricted. Users might notice that some future Al tools no longer incorporate content from sites that opt out of
crawling. For example, if a site's content is blocked, an Al summary tool may no longer answer questions based on that site's articles. For
users, this could mean some answers become less comprehensive or rely on fewer sources.

However, many industry commentators expect little immediate disruption. The Workmind guide notes that average users "will notice
minimal impact” initially (Source: workmind.ai): content not appearing in ChatGPT or Google's new Q&A features doesn’t directly harm a
user, just denies Al-based answers from that content. Over time, the hope is that more ethical data usage will improve trust. For instance,
if Al companies have to disclose sources or pay for high-quality content, users might actually get more reliable, traceable answers in the
future.

For general web infrastructure, this policy also highlights a trend towards a permissioned web. Websites increasingly demand that any
crawler identify itself and declare its intentions (search vs. analysis vs. training). This could lead to standards like W3C's Text and Data
Mining (TDM) permissions protocol (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io), which is conceptually aligned with what Cloudflare is doing.

Meanwhile, Google (king of search) faces pressure to separate traditional search indexing from Al indexing — since it uses "Googlebot” for
both (Source: www.windowscentral.com) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io).
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Overall, while Cloudflare's customers (site owners) gain control, Al-based features that rely on public crawling may need to adapt. Future
browsing or search experiences may evolve: e.g., if a user queries an Al assistant, they might be given disclaimers that certain information
is unavailable due to site protection. As one analyst noted, the ecosystem as a whole will be "better when crawling is more transparent and
controlled” (Source: adgully.me), potentially benefiting users by clarifying the provenance of information.

Standardization and Legal Context

Cloudflare's actions also intersect with broader efforts to codify web-crawling norms. Several standards bodies are reacting to the same
issues. The IETF (Internet Engineering Task Force) is already revising the robots.txt protocol to handle Al use cases (Source:
www.arrayanalytics.io) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io). Proposed enhancements include intent-based policies (allowing vision for whether

a crawler’s goal is indexing, training, or inference) and even cryptographic verification (so legit agents can authenticate themselves)
(Source: www.arrayanalytics.io) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io). In effect, Cloudflare's content signals and robots enhancements are an
early practical instantiation of these ideas, albeit implemented through their network (via updates to robots.txt ).

The W3C (World Wide Web Consortium) has undertaken complementary work. Its Text and Data Mining (TDM) rights protocol allows
publishers to make machine-readable statements of what data mining is permitted on their content (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io). This

goes beyond robots.txt by envisioning technical enforcement of copyright or licensing terms. Cloudflare's strategy echoes this by
reminding companies of the legal significance of site preferences (Source: www.cloudflare.net) (Source: www.arrayanalytics.io) -
essentially teeing up a future where bots not honoring robots.txt or TDM rules could face contract or copyright claims.

On the legal front, regulators are just beginning to weigh in. Recent decisions (e.g. EU data regulators declining to stop Meta’'s Llama
training on Instagram data (Source: www.infosecurity-magazine.com) show mixed outcomes. In the US, ongoing copyright cases (e.g. Ziff

Davis vs. OpenAl (Source: www.reuters.com), Atlantic RM vs. Microsoft) are testing whether scraping publicly available content for Al
training qualifies as "fair use” or infringement. Cloudflare’s new signals, by design, create evidence of consent or lack thereof (which could
matter in court). At a minimum, the company believes making preferences explicit strengthens "breach of contract” arguments against
scraping bots (Source: www.infosecurity-magazine.com) (Source: www.cloudflare.net).

Critics argue that unless legislators act, purely technical measures like robots.txt have no enforceable "teeth” (even Cloudflare admits
its policies don't guarantee compliance (Source: www.windowscentral.com). The IETF discussion cited in the mailing_list shows some

resistance to embedding enforceable mandates in robots.txt, fearing it could become de facto law (Source: mailarchive.ietf.org).
Nonetheless, an industry-wide shift (Cloudflare’'s default rule being the leading example) could by itself create a de facto standard.
Already, companies like Microsoft (partnering with Cloudflare on "Al-friendly” web standards (Source: www.techradar.com) and Google

(with similar content policies) are wrestling with how to adapt their indexing bots.

In summary, Cloudflare's default-block policy is part of an evolving governance landscape. It may later be supplemented by formal
standards or laws. For now, Cloudflare's network-level enforcement is the most immediate mechanism for realizing what regulators and
standards bodies are only starting to debate.

Discussion: Implications and Future Directions

Immediate Implications: Cloudflare’s decision shifts the immediate balance of power on the web. Content owners on Cloudflare’s network
now have effective tools at their fingertips. The majority of cloud-hosted sites can quickly harden themselves against unwanted Al
crawling. Early indicators show that already many site owners have voluntarily chosen to block Al bots (over a million did so with the July
2024 toggle (Source: adgully.me). The new default expands this protection to essentially all newcomers, avoiding the need for knowledge
or action by each owner.

For Al service providers, the implication is clear: they must now ask committees for access. Some may engage with sites via APIs or
licensing deals. Others may concentrate on content that remains widely accessible. We may see a proliferation of "Al-crawler friendly"”
sites that voluntarily opt in (perhaps trading benefits for visibility) and "Al-crawler resistant” sites that guard their content. The landscape
could fragment.

Potential Challenges: - Enforcement Workarounds: Clever scrapers might try to circumvent Cloudflare's blocks (e.g. by rotating user-
agents or IP addresses), just as some try to circumvent robots.txt today (Source: www.itpro.com). Cloudflare has increased detection
(removing violators from its “verified bots" list (Source: www.itpro.com), but determined actors could press on. This cat-and-mouse
suggests that default-blocking may be only partially effective if scrubbers ignore it. However, Cloudflare’s scale (20% of web traffic
(Source: www.windowscentral.com) (Source: adgully.me) means its policy still has broad reach for compliant actors.
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e Search Impact: The big wildcard is how search engines respond. Google's dual-role as a search crawler and Al content engine
complicates matters. Currently, a site cannot differentiate the "GoogleBot" used for SEO from the “GoogleBot" used for dark data
collection (Source: www.windowscentral.com). If many webmasters start blocking “GoogleBot” indiscriminately to guard content, they

risk going off Google's index altogether. Cloudflare implicitly acknowledges this concern; their recommendations suggest blocking
Google-Extended (if separate) rather than Googlerot, but this is complex and error-prone (Source: www.xataka.com). The tension
means owners might still face a trade-off between visibility and protection. How Google ultimately adjusts (e.g. offering robots flags
that distinguish Al usage) will greatly affect the impact.

o Standard Adoption: Cloudflare's content-signals in robots.txt may eventually gain traction beyond Cloudflare's platform. The
company has already pushed a new “Content Signals Policy” with specialized tags (ai-train, search, ai-input ) and is publishing
tools to encourage adoption (Source: www.cloudflare.net). If the IETF or W3C standardizes similar tags, then even non-Cloudflare
sites could signal to crawlers. In that scenario, Cloudflare's default-block becomes an early example of a global norm.

Long-Term Outlook: The big question is whether these technological fixes will be sufficient or sustainable. Some analysts are skeptical
about mechanisms like pay-per-crawl, suggesting that legal and collective strategies will ultimately be needed. The TechRadar critique
argues that monetization alone won't solve the imbalance without “leverage” (unified publisher action, enforceable laws) (Source:
www.techradar.com). Indeed, some publishers are pursuing litigation in parallel. Cloudflare's tools may in part be a stopgap to

demonstrate market demand, nudging Al firms and policymakers toward formal agreements or regulations.

Looking forward, we can expect further innovations. Cloudflare and partners are already exploring agent authentication (to ensure
crawlers truthfully identify themselves) and structured licenses (e.g. through the RSL Collective) that automate payments or require
usage reporting. On the data side, technologies like content provenance tracking (C2PA) may complement crawling rules by watermarking
where content came from. If widely adopted, these could create an ecosystem where web content cannot be used by Al models without
clear attribution or permission.

However, some experts worry about side-effects. Will restricting crawlers accelerate the “walled garden” nature of the internet? Will open-
source and academic researchers find alternative data sources, possibly less regulated? Could fragmentation slow down innovation? The
interplay of these forces will unfold over years.

In any case, Cloudflare has signaled a strong position: site owners set the terms of engagement. As Cloudflare’s CEO put it, "Al
companies, search engines, researchers, and anyone else crawling sites have to be who they say they are. And any platform on the web
should have a say in who is taking their content for what” (Source: adgully.me). This principle — transparency and consent - is at the heart
of Cloudflare’s policy change.

Conclusion

Cloudflare's decision to create a default robots.txt restricting Al crawlers on new sites reflects a major shift in web governance driven by
generative Al. Their reasoning, grounded in data and amplified by publisher advocacy, is to realign incentives: to ensure creators
continue to benefit from the traffic they earn, and to require Al systems to respect content ownership. By moving from an opt-out to an
opt-in model, Cloudflare places explicit control in the hands of website owners.

This policy acknowledges that the old model — “open web means freely available training data” — is unsustainable for a vibrant ecosystem
of independent publishers. Cloudflare's suite of tools (block toggles, managed robots.txt, content signals, pay-per-crawl) constitutes a
holistic strategy to enforce this new norm. Early data shows broad publisher support and uptake, while generating pushback from some Al
developers.

In essence, Cloudflare is betting that the web cannot survive the Al era without a permission-based content economy. If this stance
prevails, we may see a future where web data is treated much like any other resource: to be licensed and compensated. Alternatively, if
unchecked scraping continues, publishers' content may simply disappear behind stricter paywalls or fragmented silos.

The outcome will depend on many factors: the adaptability of Al firms, the reaction of search engines, legal rulings on data use, and how
the global web community (sites both on and off Cloudflare) responds. What is clear is that Cloudflare has thrown down a gauntlet. Their
default block and managed robots initiatives represent a watershed moment - a technical footnote to a larger debate over rights, fair use,
and the future of an open internet.
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All claims above are drawn from current industry reports, Cloudflare’s own publications, and coverage of the unfolding events
(Source: adgully.me) (Source: www.cloudflare.net) (Source: www.reuters.com) (Source: www.infosecurity-magazine.com). These
sources document the data, quotes, and reactions underlying Cloudflare's actions and the arguments surrounding them.
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