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Free software, Open source software: a debate that has all the characteristics of a new religious fundamentalism. You are either with it, or against it. You are a Linux all-for-free fan or a Microsoft commercial-only person. You want all of us to be able to program our own software, or you have all the weight of the software industry to back you up. And now governments seem to have caught this fever too: some Latin American countries are trying to pass laws to make the government to use ONLY Open source software. Maybe we are missing the larger picture. Maybe we should leave the fanatic glass aside and look at Open Source as it is: a possibility to do things in a different way, religions aside.

Let’s try to look at the bare facts of Open source software. When you buy packaged (also called commercial or over-the-shelf) software, you are acquiring a license to use a certain tool, and you receive what is called the executable files. Executable files are programs ready to be executed by a computer. You cannot modify them. You cannot see inside what the code does, how it manages data, what it does to information. Software is like a black box, you interact with the surface of it. 

On the other hand, if you had the source files, the files that a programmer has written in a certain programming language, you could see what the program does, and you could change it. If you hire a developer to program your own software you usually keep these source files, and even register them as you own intellectual property. If you have Open Source software or “free” software, you have the source code that someone else made (or a lot of someone elses) and you have the ability to use it as it is, or modify it to suit your need. Free software is free to download, use and modify, though some restrictions apply to what you can do with this code, for example, you cannot register it as your own creation or sell it as part of a commercial closed source software.

Free software has its advantages and disadvantages. I don’t want to discuss them all, but:

On the good side, you can see the content of the program, so you can see how it works and you have the ability to modify the code as you wish, you don’t have to pay a licensing fee, and lots of people add value to your tool with no added cost to you. Compared with the “traditional” software industry, the advantages are that you are not subject to commercial practices usual in the industry like new versions all the time;  aggrresive licencing schemes, planned obsolescence, monopolies.

On the other hand, maintenance of free software can be burden and very expensive, you don’t know for how long other people would be interested in adding value to YOUR software, there is no company to guarantee how it works, or give support, or maybe the question of compatibility is crucial, and security is a risk since everybody knows what the software does and it might be easy to attack. 

Probably, many people are seduced by the word “free”, and so have the wrong idea of what choosing Open source really means. The cost of acquiring software is not the only cost of implementing a system: you have to train users; you have to update and correct bugs. So maybe what you save in the licensing cost you spend in additional training and the extra trouble of having more programmers to maintain the code.

I want to share with you some of the main questions and concerns regarding open source software that I have:

1) ECONOMIC MODEL OF OPEN SOURCE: how is the development of a tool whose participants do not receive economic benefits, at least not in an evident and immediate way? what will happen when the community that developed the tool I am using is not interested in continuing its development? Is this model sustainable on a long term basis? what is the risk of using such a software in a government office?

2) TECHNICAL ISSUES: how does cooperative software evolve, when work is not necessarily coordinated? how do we improve the versioning process; keeping multiple copies of a similar development up to date? how do we improve the quality of documentation?

3) PROTECTION OF RIGHTS:There is a need to change intellectual property laws to consider copyleft, or the protection of rights of open source software. That a software is free to use does not mean that its property does not belong to someone nor that there are rules for its usege: rules to use, distribute, sell and modify the source code.But I dont think an ethic agreement is enough, it wont be enough when companies start to profit from the work of others. In latin america there is still no such law.

4) OS & GOVERNMENTS: Must governments promote the development of open source software, with additional measures besides those that they offer to commercial software? Must governments use ONLY open source software?

I don’t think governments should be worrying about this issue so much that the feel they have to pass specific laws to protect Open source software. Governments should not be partial. Governments should be open to all possibilities. It´s not a battle of Open source vs. Commercial software. Both options should be considered and are necessary and should be subject to the rules of the free market. Some software, for some uses, for some reasons, can be Open source. Other might be commercial. Both should be able to exchange information and serve our needs.

One issue I am really concerned with is the Exchange of information. This is what governments should really be worrying about: how to save and keep information stored in such a way that it can be exchanged with other offices, kept protected for theft, guarantee the privacy rights of the citizens, saved in media that will survive fifty or a hundred years. Think of the systems you have right now in use. What data formats are you using? Shouldn’t you start considering common “open” standards like XML? Shouldn’t you be working with other government agencies, other countries, to define common data structures to promote the flow and exchange of information? Where are you storing the information: in CD-ROMs, hard disk? How long will data live there? How can you protect the access to this information?  I think the issue of data formats and storage media is a fundamental one, and not many government agencies are giving it a second thought.

There is one reason I like Open source more than commercial software, one single reason that changes the balance between both options. Al least in most of Latin American countries the large majority of software that we buy has not been developed locally, not even regionally. And the licensing cost, --that now has to be paid yearly-- is in US Dollars: this means a lot of money for many governments. But when we use Open source and hire local programmers, local trainers, local engineers and small companies in small towns, we are really promoting the development of the software industry (both commercial and open source) in the country. Besides helping to reduce the brain drain, and the consequent loss of capable professionals that we suffer, this can certainly make a huge difference in our future.

