
While there are several definitions on the
web, the Open Source Initiative (open-
source.org) describes open source as “a
development method for software that
harnesses the power of distributed peer
review and transparency of process. The
promise of open source is better quality,
higher reliability, more flexibility, lower
cost, and an end to predatory vendor
lock-in.” And it offers a detailed defini-
tion of its own that largely focuses on dis-
tribution terms for open source software.

Several innovative open source soft-
ware projects provide options for com-
mercial off-the-shelf (COTS) software
products. These software systems often
run on a variety of operating systems;
some even run on Windows. Here is a
list of my favorite projects (in no partic-
ular order):

•  The Linux operating system — It
powers hundreds of thousands of
computers worldwide, from servers
to desktop machines. If you are
interested in running Linux on
your desktop or laptop, I recom-
mend you check out the Ubuntu
distribution for ease of use. You
will be amazed at the range of
machines you can run this operat-
ing system on. But before you try
to install this on a laptop, I suggest
you check out compatibility at
linlap.com. My son recently got
Ubuntu running on an old IBM
240 laptop that had been sitting
unused for years! (www.linux.org,
ubuntu.com)

hen talking about free or open
source software, I am often sur-

prised at the number of people today
who still say to me, “If it is free, it cannot
be of any value.” Or those who ask,
“What exactly is open source software?”
If you pardon the shameless use of the
phrase, “Long live free software!” (or
“Vive le logiciel libre!”) ought to be the
battle cry of the free software movement. 

What is free software? The Free Soft-
ware Foundation (fsf.org) maintains a
definition:

Free software is a matter of the users’
freedom to run, copy, distribute,
study, change, and improve the soft-
ware. More precisely, it refers to four
kinds of freedom, for the users of the
software:
• The freedom to run the program,

for any purpose (freedom 0).
• The freedom to study how the pro-

gram works and adapt it to your
needs (freedom 1). Access to the
source code is a precondition for
this.

•  The freedom to redistribute copies
so you can help your neighbor
(freedom 2).

• The freedom to improve the pro-
gram and release your improve-
ments to the public so that the
whole community benefits (free-
dom 3). Access to the source code
is a precondition for this. 

Open source software, on the other
hand, is related but not synonymous.
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The new HTC Touch Dual
(price to be announced) offers
a touch-screen interface, Win-
dows Mobile 6.1 Professional,
Office Mobile, a two-megapix-
el camera, quad-band GSM support, and
HSDPA connectivity.

Join the Free/Open Source
Software Movement
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•  Apache — Most know Apache as
the workhorse of web servers; but
the Apache Software Foundation
actually supports a number of
open source projects that are at the
heart of providing a range of tools
for developers and computer users.
(apache.org)

•  Open source database systems such
as MySQL (recently acquired by
Sun for $1 billion), PostgreSQL,
and other open source databases.
(mysql.com, postgresql.org)

•  FreeMind — A Java-based mind-map-
ping tool. (freemind.sourceforge.net)

•  e-learning platforms and Learning
Management Systems such as
Moodle and Sakai. (moodle.org,
sakaiproject.org)

• ePresence — An interactive web-
casting, conferencing, and collabo-
ration platform from the
Knowledge Media Design Institute
at the University of Toronto.
(epresence.tv)

•  Firefox — The open source brows-
er credited with pushing advance-
ments such as tabbed browsing and
add-ons into the browser market.
(mozilla.com)

• OpenOffice — A serious alterna-
tive to other office suites with the
ability to read and write common
office formats (be careful with
Office 2007 file formats, though)
and to write PDF files at the click
of a button. (openoffice.org)

•  WordPress — This blogging plat-
form, which we use to publish
slaw.ca, can also act as a content
management system, allowing you
to maintain several pages on your
own website. (wordpress.org)

•  Acrophobia — This tool allows you
to set up a server in your organiza-
tion that will give everyone the
ability to create PDF files. You
print files to Acrophobia and they
are returned to you through email
in a few seconds. Acrophobia is a
product of open source enthusiasts
in the legal community. Acropho-
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have also been born out of the open
source movement itself, such as Red Hat.

If you want to explore further, you
can find a more complete list of projects
at Open Source Living (osliving.com).
If you are looking for an alternative to
commercial software to run on your
Linux desktop, visit the Linux Alterna-
tive Project at (linuxalt.com). And to
find a variety of projects, try searching
Freshmeat (freshmeat.net) or Source-
Forge (sourceforge.net). Finally, if you
want to get involved with other folks in
the legal community with a willingness
to explore open source, try the ILTA
Open Source Software Peer Group
(iltanet.org). �

bia is a project of the International
Legal Technology Association’s
Open Source Software Peer Group.
(acrophobia.sourceforge.net,
iltanet.org)

•  phpBB — A widely used tool for
creating discussion forums.
(phpbb.com)

•  Wikis — Where do we start? There
is MediaWiki (the platform on
which Wikipedia is built), Twiki,
and several other open source wiki
tools. (mediawiki.org, twiki.org)

• Portal platforms such as Drupal,
Joomla, Plone (drupal.org, joom-
la.org, plone.org)

Several major corporations have
joined and provided support for the
open source movement in one form or
another, including IBM, Novell, and Sun
Microsystems. A number of companies


