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園tark reality: The software industry

today threatens to make every com-

Puter uSer On the planet dependent

On tOOIs that can only be bought at

market prices. Being a women’s information

and communication organisation advocating

the use oftechnoIogies that empower women,

Isis had been forced to look inwardly amid

this reality of having to deal with high-COSt

licensed software with many restrictions. It

asked itse輪Where does its advocacy start and

end? And Isis had come to acknowledge that

While it cannot avoid using technoIogy

because it is at the core of its advocacy, it

Should, at the very least, mirror its extemal

advocacy through its own practices. Advocacy

does not stop at outward actions but

COntinues, Or is also done, intemally」Within

the organisation-Such as in the way that Isis

uses technoIogy.

The F/しOS§

The Free几ibre Open Source Software (F几OSS)

movement is a response to corporate technoIogy. Work-

ing directly opposite to corporate intentions are those

PrOgrammerS and software advocates who believe that

SOftware should be free: free to be modified, free to be

redistributed, free from onerous licensmg schemes, free

to use. This essence ofFILOSS is embodied even in the

Way that the software is created and distributed. Thus,

a programmer obliges users to share the software.

Other programmers who wish to modify the software

are also obligated to keep the language in which the

PrOgramme WaS W五tten, its “cod(㌢ also free for future

PrOgrammerS tO mOdify and use.

F几OSS has also been seen as a boon to countries,

COmPanies and individual software users who do not

Want tO keep paying the high cost oflicensed software.

But why does software cost the way it does? The an-

SWer is because users arejust paying for a license, nOt

OWnerShip. It is this licensing that gives the software

too many restrictions: Only one user, Or Only one com-

Pany, Or Only for a limited amount oftime. Beyond these

restrictions, a uSer muSt Pay mOre, and cannot even

look inside the technology to see ifit could be modi宜ed

for more specialised uses. F几OSS programmers have

argued against these limitations of licensed software

and thus became advocates as we11, Saying that soft-

ware use does not have to come with restrictions in

OWnerShip.

Isis’s advocacy lies in thatjuncture where F几OSS

Cha11enges corporate indust五es involved in informa-

tion, COmmunication, and technoIogy (ICT): Where soft-

Ware CannOt be controlled by a monopolistic conglom-

erate but is freely created, Shared, and developed by a

COmmunity of users in response to community needs.

lsis and F/し0§S

Big fighting words aside, ta雌ng about F几OSS is

easy enough. Adopting it is another matter. Isis as an

Organisation had been a software user since the early

1980s when it was sti11 a documentation and informa-

tion centre in Rome. As a growing intemational or-

ganisation that had to network with other organisa-

tions around the world, Isis increasingly relied on tech-

nology to do thejob, Whatever was on o塙er at the mar-

ket that could meet its needs. Even Isis’s resource and

documentation work had to keep up with new tech-

noIogies in information management as it gathered

more resources in support of the women’s movement.

Licensed commercial software was available at a cost,

but still seen as a necessary tool for Isis. Training was

even conducted by Isis for other organisations that were
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also becommg mcreasingly reliant on technoIogy m

Order to stay productive.

At the same time, Isis was continuing to do advo-

CaCy WOck in media and information for women’s em-

POWerment. The organisation beca皿e a Critic of the

ur血ridled technoIogy consumption and marketing that

had spawned a super-Class of corporations in the glo-

bal media and ICT industries.

Nevertheless, Isis was still a software user, and it

had also developed specialised needs. To meet these

needs, Isis had commissioned the creation of tooIs for

its own use, including a hunan resource database, and

information management and library tooIs.

It is here that an engagement in F几OSS became

integral to Isis. The organisation saw that ifit were to

COntinue uslng SOftware, it had to be one that was not

bou如t from the密ant software makers who demanded

COStly licensing fees. It had to be software that was

relatively lesser in cost and, mOre importantly, COuld

POtentially be shared with other organisations.

Hands on with F/しOS§

Initially, anOng the Isis stafi; there were two who

Were mOSt familiar with F几OSS. The system admin-

istrator (SysAd) maintained the server machines on

Linux and Apache; uSed Opera for Intemet browsmg;

Thunderbird for e-mail;, and Open O縦ce for word

PrOCeSSing・ The webmaster was also starting to use

Mozilla for browslng and e-mail; Open O範ce Impress

for slide show presentations; and had some working

familiarity with Linux. AIl these programmes men-

tioned ar? F几OSS tooIs.

A decision was then made for the whole organisa-

tion to sh睨to F几OSS tooIs. To implement that deci-

Sion, SeVeral steps were taken:

Mig「ation Team Fo「med

A team of three would be in charge of migration,

researching and testing tooIs, Sharing the principles

Of Open Source, designating a time frame for mgra-

tion, and providing technical support.

-　The staffwere first surveyed about software needs

for their various tasks. Isis work is quite varied, rang-

ing from multimedia production, desktop layout for

Publications, databasing, Intemet access, e-mail,刷e

Sharing, tO library management. AIl these tasks used

proprietary or licensed software. O血y the SysAd had

experience using肌OSS extensively.

The sta繍expressed apprehension烏that any shift

to new tooIs wo血d entail losing productivity because

Of the time spent leaming the software and getting

accustomed to it. However, the e餓鵜t On PrOductivity

WaS tO be taken as a glVen. The sta鯖eventua11y saw

that since everybody would be shi餓ng anyway, they

COuld help out one another better and become the o血er

One’s technical support.

lnitial Introduction and Training Done

The sta鯖were initially introduced to two肌OSS

tooIs: Mozilla Thunde心ird for e-mail, and Open O鯖ce

(OO) Writer, Which is part ofthe Open O鯖ce Produc-

tivity Suite developed by Sun Microsystems. OOWriter

WaS chosen because it was already a sophisticated word

PrOCeSSmg PrOgramme, With features equivalent to or

even better than the commercial rival.

Training was a necessary component of the mi-

gration of the Isis sta鱒to肌OSS tooIs. The F几OSS

team held training sessions on the use ofThunderbird

and Writer, eXplaining the features, ma瞳ng compa正

SOnS With features ofproprietary software, and explor-

ing features that were“ new and could be useful for the

Sta鯖Because a lot ofthe work ofIsis was destined to

be shared among several staff; or were肱ely to be sent

O鯖as e-mail to other organisations, Part Of the orien-

tation for F几OSS was in the use of open standards.

To work with open standards means saving則es in

fomats that could still be opened by other progranmes.

For example, RTF (rich text fomat) is an open stand-

ard創e, and which can be edited by most word process-

mg programmes without a loss of fomatting, althou如

in a limited way.

Staff then agreed to use F几OSS software for a

familiarisation pe五od of three mon血s, after which the

ProPrietary software would be removed from the hard

dhves.

Of course, the so鯖ware had to be installed in all

the computers in Isis. Here the SysÅd ran into a mi-

nor problem: nOt a11 computers in the organisation had

enough processlng POWer Or hard disk space to rm the

new software. Nevertheless, this was a problem that

COuld be easily addressed, and the staffwhose compu-

ter had limited disk space agreed to a refomatting of

her computer’s hard disk to accommodate the new tooIs.



A Ma輔ngしist fo「 Suppo巾

Technical support was deemed another vital com-

POnent tO the migration. The SysAd set up an intemal

皿a址ng hst to handie queries on the new tooIs’年nc-

tious. The inailing hst wo血d also fac址tate sharing of

the staffs own leaming experience. At the start, the

Sta鯖were very active in posting questious on the mail置

ing list, and wo血d also mal鵜an e餓血to help fellow

Staff on such matters like creating bullet points, PaSt-

mg graphics, adding spreadsheet elenents, and putting

PaSSWOrd protection on documents. After a while, que-

ries on the mailing list dwindled to one posting every

two weeks.

On the second month ofOpen O鯖ce use, the sta鯖

Were already quite used to the software and to sharing

創es in珊.皿ey found the transition easy, a reflec-

tion of their fam址arity with using spftware in gen-

eral. Most ofthem had been usmg software since late

1989 to血e early 1990s when tooIs such as WordStar

and MS Word were first introduced.

§ome Comments

To quote the Isis sta紐on their use ofthe肌OSS

tooIs: “I remember being one ofthe guinea plgS earlier

On, and it was really du血g the time that there were

SO many bugs with Star O鯖ce帆e older version of

Open O鯖ce]. Anyway, it looks better now. The inter-

face is fam址ar enough for intuitive use. “

“For me, it is not so di航cult bec曾uSe I’m used to

leammg and using software on my own. And I am the

type of person who wants to explore every available

feature of a software. So I guess, there’s not so much

unpreparedness in me. It’s also a state ofmind, I guess.

Before, When [our SysAd] insta11ed Open O餓ce in my

COmPuter, I did not bother to use it because I was so

busy, and I didn’t want to even take a look at the soft-

Ware. But when everybody (or almost everybody)

Started using it, I had to force myselfto use it, tOO. And

then, it was quite easy.”

“Everything that is new to me and anything that

Can further enhance my computer ski11s is always great

for me. I,ve leamed a lot from the session and have

told this to some friends who are using MS software

most ofthe time. They wanted to leam it, tOOr

isis’s Advocacy

The migration team in Isis is ban瞳ng 9n the en-

thusiasm shown by the sta鯖in these introductory

Phases ofF/LOSS. There will be mont珊y training ses-

Sions on Open O餓ce Impress and Calc, Which are the

Slide show presentation and spreadsheet tooIs, reSPeC-

tively.

From this point on, Isis advocacy in F几OSS will

be two-PrOnged, aS a developer and as a user.

Isis had commissioned the creation of an open

SOurCe library management software that wi11 be of

fered to commur昂y resource centres via distribution

On CDs and on the Intemet. This software, known as

the Web-Integrated Library Management (WILRA),

Can rm On One COmPuter Or On a Server, a11owing small

resource centres to organise, uPdate and serve their

materials using intemational standards ofinfomation

management. Isis will conduct training on its use and

will o飾er WILMA,s source code to the online F/LOSS

COmmunity who can help in developing it.

Isis is also Iooking beyond its own intemal migra-

tion and is hoping to encourage and support other or-

ganisations in using F几OSS. Isis will be revising its

S瞳11s-building training progn聞皿e to O節er open-SOurCe

tooIs.

Ifyour organisation wants to explore F/LOSS tooIs

for your own use, here are some useful resources:

Primer on Open Source for No巾P的鯖ts

<h糠P;I/WWW暮noSi後net/ >

To downIoad Open O締ce竃

<h糠即l/WWW置OPenO珊Ce.Org>

He霊p and documentatio鵬

< h糠p雪/ ′documentation置OPenO綿ce裏org >

<h龍P:I/WWW書OOOdocs.org>

Åbout MoziIla Thunderbird:

<http:/Iwww.moz帥a.o「g/PrOjects/

thunderbird>

About the Opera Browser:

<h龍P://WWW・OPera.COm身

A訪een FαmjlαZtα is fhe J乃句rmαiion∴∴αnd

Cbmmmわαめn Tわhmlqgy DetJelap棚所砺er殖is

Inお手nαまわml-施扇lα.
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