An Opportunity for Libre Software Companies:
Emerging Market in Developing Countries

Susana Mujiioz-Herndndez and Jesus Martinez-Mateo

In recent years many aspects of the software business have changed. Software companies have gone from producing
software applications and selling their proprietary code to providing open source applications and focusing their busi-
ness on offering services related to the adaptation, installation, and maintenance of that software, together with related
training. Libre software companies use a business model which provides new opportunities in markets where proprietary
software is not viable. In this article we describe an interesting business opportunity which is emerging for libre software
companies: the software needs of developing countries. These countries are becoming an emerging market for develop-
ment software, a market which is particularly interesting because, bearing in mind their special needs and constraints,
they are a perfect are scenario for the libre software approach. Finally, we will also discuss the influence of a number of
catalysts which are really having an effect on this target market.
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1 Libre Software in Western Markets

1.1 Why Fight the Market?

It is a well known fact that free and open source soft-
ware' will have a hard fight against proprietary software to
make a space for itself in the western market. Some, per-
haps all, of the problems facing it are specific to this mar-
ket, one in which the traditional software business is well
entrenched. However, there is a scenario in which this tribal
culture can be avoided; in developing countries many of
these problems simply do not exist. Generally speaking the
development and roll-out of software in developing coun-
trics has a short tradition. This is a considerable advantage
for the introduction and expansion of libre software into
markets with more modern ideas regarding software [1].

1.2 The Ripeness of the Market

There have been a number of cases of new technologies
that have found it easier to break into emerging markets than
into well-established ones. For example. towards the end of
the 19" Century it was easier to enter the electric locomo-
tive market in places where the use of steam locomotives
was not yet commonplace. A similar case today would be
the use of mobile telecommunications in remote areas of
developing countries without there having first been any
previous landline infrastructure. In these countries. in the
case of the industrial revolution, hardware, and communi-
cations among others, they have skipped a technological
generation; so why not in the case of software too? Although

" In this article we decided to use the term libre software in ac-
cordance with the definition provided by the Free Software Foun-
dation (FSF) rather than any of the other common, and certainly
more popular, terms such as Free and Open Source Software
(FOSS), or Open Source Software (0SS).
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perhaps a better question would be: can libre software be
the technology of the future in software development? The
answer is probably ves. in which case history may repeat
itself in the sense that proprietary software may be skipped
in favour of libre software in developing countries. Under
this scenario developing countries may become a serious
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candidate for the adoption of a national strategy at a gov-
ernmental level with regard to libre software, without hav-
ing first passed through the proprietary software phase. On
the basis of this premise, some libre software communities
[2] are currently realizing that there are growth and busi-
ness opportunities for them in these countries.

1.3 Tradition or PCI (Progress, Change and
Innovation)?

The biggest problem regarding the use of libre software
in major companies is that most of their applications have
been developed using proprietary software. Tradition is a
powerful disadvantage because software migrations may
imvolve short-term investments, and companies are seldom
convinced of the medium- and short-term advantages of
migrating to libre software, or other products. However, in
developing countries some institutions, organizations and com-
panies are just starting to use software applications [3]. In these
cases, and for obvious reasons given that we are talking about
developing countries, the budget for the purchase of software
1s considerably smaller than in developed countries, and there-
fore the acquisition of libre software is not an option but rather
a necessity. Buying libre software is much more economical
thanbuying conventional proprietary applications. which turns
the traditional disadvantages into opportunities in the software
markets of developing countries.

1.4 Fair Trade

Fair trade 1s an organized social movement and market
approach that aims to help producers in developing coun-
tries while promoting sustainability. Fair trade is not only
prestigions from a moral standpoint but it is also profitable.
In 2007. fair trade labelled goods recorded sales amounting
to around 2.3 billion euros worldwide (USD 3.62 billion). a
year-on-vear increase of 47%

There has been a debate in a specialized forum on the
similarities between libre software and fair trade [4]. This
debate was sparked by a presentation by Matthew Edmonson
of the Open IT Up project which he gave in the United King-
dom at a conference for circuit riders. In fact there are quite
a number of similarities, bearing in mind that both involve
choice and a concern for people. James Davis says that as
libre software users we expect to be granted the freedom of
doing whatever we want with our software, provided that it
does not prevent others doing whatever they want with our
modified software.

While we are not entirely in agreement with this state-
ment (since we see a number of substantial differences be-
tween libre software and fair trade [3]), being compared in
a public debate with such a prestigious enterprise as fair
trade is a very positive point in favour of libre software.

2 Libre Software Catalysts in Developing Countries

2.1 ICT in Developing Countries

Far from the old concept of cooperation, which was
much more akin to charity. in the last five yvears coopera-
tion projects have been oriented towards the development
of receiving countries. As well as the traditional fields of

cooperation (public health, education. and the supply of
food, among others) there are new areas in which coopera-
tion is playing a decisive role and of these Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) related areas are prob-
ably the most important. In fact cooperation in ICT is di-
rectly applicable to all the other fields of traditional coop-
eration.

2.2 Libre Software for Institutional Strengthening

Most cooperation projects that include software devel-
opment have taken the libre software route, This is very
interesting if we bear in mind that this software is destined
to form part of many key institutions (Administration or
Education among others) of developing countries [6]. E-
government is being especially promoted and many gov-
ernments of developing countries are committing to libre
software on the advice of independent external consultants
and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) [7][8]. There
can be no doubt as to the influence that this will have on
software development in other sectors of these countries.

2.3 Next Generation of Top-Notch Programmers

In the absence of any other option, current trends in libre
and proprictary software in developing countries come from
abroad. However. in the near future the first generations of
IT engineers are expected to be responsible for software
development, and more especially its maintenance and use.
This is another point in favour of libre software. Educa-
tional efforts are focused on the field of e-learning and the
development of higher education. The influence of libre
software on the education of future generations of program-
mers and professionals in developing countries is being
backed up by the work of NGOs and the cooperation of
western universities [9].

3 Developing Countries: Emerging Libre Soft-
ware Markets

Libre software is a well-established option for the de-
velopment of professional software which is highly recom-
mended for developing conntries. In recent years there have
been studies and efforts from these countries which dem-
onstrate a full commitment to open source software and libre
software models [10]. Some fifteen African countries have
already published recommendations for the adoption of libre
software rather than proprietary software solutions (e.g.
Angola, Benin. Kenya, Senegal. South Africa, Tanzania,
Uganda, and Zambia). Libre software may be applied to
many areas but it is important for three in particular: educa-
tion, mainly focused on digital libraries [11], software de-
velopers, and ICT support for general education; Public
Administrations. with a special interest in rolling out e-gov-
ernment; and health. not only providing software to health
institutions but also for furthering the growth of e-health
and its use in remote areas [12]. As well as these areas in
which libre software has already started to be introduced,
the private sector 1s keen to develop reliable and secure sup-
port software. and its decisions regarding the choice of soft-
ware to be used greatly depends on the criteria of public
administrations and the public sector in general.
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Figure 1: Free/Libre Software Catalyst Process in Developing Countries.

Bearing in mind the special characteristics of develop-
ing countries, their lack of any reluctance to use libre soft-
ware, the catalyst effect of cooperation, and the foreseeable
growth of the software industry in these countries, we can
conclude that the emerging software market in developing
countries represents a clear business opportunity for libre
software companies.
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