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E a c h  m o n t h ,  O P I N I O N  f e a t u r e s  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  f r o m  i n v i t e d  g u e s t  w r i t e r s .  T h e  o p i n i o n s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h i s  c o l u m n  d o  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  r e f l e c t  t h o s e  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  L i b r a r y  a n d  I n f o r m a t i o n  A s s o c i a t i o n .

R F P S  A N D  F O S S :  I T ' S  A L L  A B O U T  

C O L L A B O R A T I O N
Free and O pen Source Software 

(FOSS) offers viab le alternatives to 
proprietary software products used by 
libraries. Koha and Evergreen ILMSs are 
installed in m any libraries worldwide.

M any institutional repositories are built on 
Fedora, D Space or ePrints. G eneric tools 
such as Firefox, LibX, O m eka, Kete, and 
Zotero enrich the ability of libraries to 
co nnect people and information

When it com es to a  request for 
proposal docum ent, however, often 
no cham pion em erges in the form of a 
vendor to argue on behalf of w hat m ay 
be the most flexible and  cost-effective 
alternative -  or at least one worth 
diligent consideration. If libraries w anted  
to talk to ‘w hoever is in cha rg e ' of a 
FOSS product to find out about functions 
and affordability, they are more likely 
to find themselves talking to an entire 
co llaborative com m unity rather than 
a  single representative with a  phone 
number, office, and  glossy brochures.

Historical w ays of approach ing 
software evaluation com e with 
a  mindset that m ay not m atch 
contem porary w ays of supplying the 
best for users. It took m any librarians a 
long time to a c c e p t that, as a  source 
of reliable, up-to-date, encyc lo p ed ic  
information, W ikipedia has a  p lace . 
Initially librarians asked the wrong 
questions, and  tried to eva luate  using 
criteria that just did not ap p rec ia te  the 
role in the information ecosystem  of a 
community-authored and m anaged  
work. A  chang e  in mindset is illustrated 
by libraries such as the State Library 
of Q ueensland and the G erm an 
National Library with their donations of

content to Wikipedia. For Wikipedia to 
be v iable and  useful to users, libraries 
need to chang e  focus to co llaborative 
contribution rather than buying in quality.

So too with FOSS products. I believe 
m any of us are 
still asking the 
wrong questions 
and declaring 
that, when w e 
com pare  a  FOSS 
software app le  
to a  proprietary 
software 
orange, the 
FOSS app le  
com es off as 
not sufficiently 
orange-like.

Library staff 
can  take a  few 
steps to increase 
confidence  in 

their ability to assess Free 
O pen Source Software.

1) Keeping aw are  of 
FOSS alternatives and 
understanding where 
to find them if word of 
mouth fails. GitHub and 
Sourceforge are good 
starting points.

2) Understanding 
that FOSS is not about 
saving m oney, but about 
redirecting funds so in
house expertise rep laces 
licenses to vendors.

3) Rem em bering that 
FOSS is generally c rea ted  
and m aintained by people 
who actually  use it. Users 
are creators and creators 
are users. There is much 
more likely to be som eone 
who can  both understand 
an y n eeded  chang e  and 
to m ake that chang e .

4) If a  FOSS product 
does not seem  to have 
the sam e functionality 
as a  proprietary product 
considering w hether it 
would be more responsible 
to spend funds to improve 
the FOSS product rather 
than paying for an off- 
the-shelf product that is 
ultimately less flexible.

I I i s t o r i c a l  w a y s  o f  

a p p r o a c h i n g  s o f t w a r e  

e v a l u a t i o n  c o m e  w i t h  a  

m i n d s e t  t h a t  m a y  n o t  m a t c h  

c o n t e m p o r a r y  w a y s  o f  

s u p p l y i n g  t h e  b e s t  f o r  u s e r s .

5) Educating themselves about 
quality control and the strict rules and 
structures of a  FOSS product that often 
m eans that several programmers 
contribute and  ch e ck  co d e  rather than 
just one or two em ployed by a  single 
vendor.
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