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The world of open source software gets curiouser and curiouser. We now have a major software vendor (Computer Associates) making a major proprietary database (Ingres) available to the open source community.

It is easy to doubt CA’s motives, but they are essentially irrelevant. It has not said so, of course, but it is entirely possible that CA has determined that it will make more money out of Ingres as an open product than as a proprietary product.

How can that be so? Contrary to what some people think, open source does not mean free. It means the source code is free, and can be modified and improved by the open source community (which pretty well means the whole user community now), but that users pay for services, maintenance, implementation and the like.
CA will of course be providing all this. If putting Ingres into the open source world means that more people use it, CA’s revenue from Ingres services will rise. Its revenues from the sale of the product will hardly fall, because there were very few new sales of Ingres in any case.

One could also argue, without any evidence, that the move is an attempt by CA to win some points with the user community as a whole. The company has long been regarded as a rapacious acquirer of companies, buying them for the user base and running down the products, and it has also been beset by an accounting scandal in recent years. Now, this line of thinking goes, the company is attempting to project the image of a kinder gentler CA.

That may or may not be the case. But what open source Ingres does mean is a further boost to credibility to the open source movement generally, and to open source databases in particular. There have long been a number of open source databases, the best known being MySQL and Postgres, but they have not generally been regarded as industrial strength databases suitable for large-scale applications. Ingres is, by any measure.

Just a dozen years ago Ingres was regarded as one of the major database products, along with Oracle, Sybase, Informix and IBM’s DB2 family. It was particularly popular in Australia and New Zealand, where its market share rivalled Oracle’s. But in the early 90s Oracle pulled away from the pack, and the increased popularity of Microsoft’s SQL/Server meant another major competitor.

When CA acquired Ingres in 1994 it was seen by many as the kiss of death for the database, and it went into sharp decline. So did Sybase, Informix (which has subsequently been acquired by IBM) and Progress. The non-IBM proprietary mainframe databases like Adabas, Model 204, Datacomm/DB, IDMS and a slew of others had been in decline for years, and the database market became a three-horse race between Oracle, Microsoft and IBM. That’s if you count IBM as one horse – its supposedly unified DB2 was, and is, three very different products.
Ingres, and the others, have struggled along ever since, gradually losing market share. The big three now have nearly 90 per cent of the market between them. CA says that Ingres still has over 25,000 users globally, and it is certainly true that many users have stuck with it because it is a much more elegant and easier to use piece of software than its major rivals.
Ingres was the first of the new breed of relational databases that came onto the scene after IBM’s Ted Codd invented the concept in 1970. It was originally developed by legendary database guru Michael Stonebraker at the University of California at Berkeley, and marketed through a company he founded in 1980 called Relational Technology, which later changed its name to Ingres.

I remember attending an Ingres user conference on the Gold Coast in the late 1980s. Rarely have I seen a group of users more enthusiastic about a company’s products, or seen a product more lauded by independent analysts. Sadly, those days are long past. But perhaps they will return.

There is an increased awareness amongst commercial computer users that open source software can be as good, or better, than proprietary software. The widespread and increased popularity of Linux is testament to that. There is a strong philosophical difference between the open source and proprietary models, but users don’t buy ideology, they buy results and value for money.

That is why Linux is succeeding, and it is why CA’s move has given Ingres a new lease of life. Users will no longer have to justify Ingres to their bosses as a less successful proprietary product – they can no tout it as the best of the open source databases. Ingres is now part of the future, not the past.
Many, many companies have stopped using Ingres because it was seen as a product in decline. Its technical merits were not the issue. Now they will be but back into focus, with the added advantages that open source brings.
Open source software, and all it means, continues to gain momentum. I have written recently in this column about how Microsoft and other traditional vendors are concerned with the threat it poses to their cosy business model. Now they have even more reason.
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