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Most of the publicity about open source software recently has centred around Linux. Indeed, to many people, open source software and Linux are almost interchangeable terms.

But there is much more to it than Linux. All variety of software is available in open source. Websites such as Sourceforge (www.sourcegorge.net) and Freshmeat (www.freshmeat.net) list thousands of open source utilities and applications that anyone can download at no cost.

Open source databases like MySQL and PostgreSQL are widely used around the world, often in production applications, and the Apache web server is more widely used than its commercial competitors. Clearly, something is happening.
There is still a perception in many quarters that open source software is nerdy, techy stuff with plenty of rough edges. That is often the case, but it is not always so. There is also a perception that it is immature software that is not ready for serious mission-critical applications. That is also not always the case.

Nowhere is the maturity of open source software more evident than in the release of Compiere (www.compiere.com), which is – believe it or not – open source ERP software. ERP stands for “enterprise resource planning”, and it is the short-hand term for the applications software suites that run large organisations.

ERP software typically includes accounting, stock control, and CRM (customer relationship management) components. It is serious software, and it is an indication of how far open source has come in recent years that a serious ERP application has now been added to the equation.
Compiere is the brainchild of Jorg Janke, a German ex-Oracle developer who now lives in the USA. I tracked him down by phone in his Connecticut office. “We started work on Compiere in 1999 because we weren’t happy with existing ERP systems,” he says.
“All the existing systems were based on dated programming methods. We applied the techniques of data dictionaries to build a system that relied on metadata, which meant big improvements in quality and programmer productivity. It also meant that the system is very easy to extend.”

Janke says that he did not originally set out to design an open source piece of software, but simply a better ERP system. “It was only after we had built it, and faced all the extra work that we would have to go through to sell it and support it, that we realised the open source model made more sense.

“We wanted to concentrate on software development, not on running a big software company. The open source model lets us do that – other people handle the pre-sales and the support.”

Janke makes the important point that open source software is not the same as free software. “It is not for everyone. It requires a certain level of technical expertise, but there are very many advantages. Your vendor cannot hold you hostage, and the software is much cheaper. But to use it in production you need support services, just as you do with any other piece of software.”
Which explains Compiere’s business model: build the software, sell the services. There are at least 30 sites in production that Janke knows of and, he believes, many more that he does not know of. Compiere has a number of implementation partners around the world, whose business model is to provide integration and maintenance services for the product.

Compiere is being supported in Australia by Melbourne company Adaxa, headed by Martin Fuggle. Martin is well known in the Australian ERP community from his time with leading local systems integrator and software house Praxa, which was acquired earlier this year by chinadotcom.

“Open source is the way of the future,” says Fuggle. “Over 90 per cent of the web is powered by open source software, and the software is as least as robust as that produced by commercial vendors.
Fuggle says he likes the open source model, but that software like Compiere must be able to compete on its merits. “It is a very functional and robust piece of software. It is not low end, and is in many ways functionally superior to other ERP products.”
A short demo shows that Fuggle is right. I have been reporting on ERP products for over ten years, and I have sat through countless presentations and demonstrations. Compiere is definitely the real thing.

The question is how the open source story will sell to potential users. People may be happy to run their websites on Apache or some of their servers on Linux, but will they bet the business on core applications software based on the open source model?

Jorg Janke believes so. “The benefits of open source are real business benefits. You are in charge of your own destiny. All information about the software is readily available. And you don’t have to worry about your vendor going broke or being acquired.”
Since its release as an open source product, there have been 600,000 downloads of Compiere. The download is just 20 Mbytes in size, testimony to its great efficiency in coding (Oracle is 1.3 Gbytes). Users can be operational within a few hours. You too could be running your own fully functional ERP system, on your own PC, tomorrow.
The world, imperceptibly, is changing.
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