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Prof. Dr. Dirk Riehle is the Professor for Open Source Software at the Friedrich-Al-
exander University of Erlangen-Nürnberg. Before joining academia, Riehle led 
the Open Source Research Group at SAP Labs, LLC, in Palo Alto, California (Silicon 
Valley). Before this, he was the co-founder of an on-demand business software 
startup in Berlin, Germany, which used agile methods and strategically employed 
open source software. Riehle works on open source and inner source software 
engineering, agile methods and continuous delivery, complexity science and 
human collaboration, and software design. At the fourth edition of the Free and 
Open Source Software Conference (FOSSC 2019 Oman), organized by SQU and 
ITA, Prof. Riehle gave talk on how the oil and gas, tourism and the trading indus-
try can benefit from collaboratively developing open source software.
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What is the primary reason 
to assert that Open Source is 
good for (almost) any econ-
omy? 

It is no secret that software 
is everywhere. No traditional 
product has remained un-
touched, whether the product 
is being produced using soft-
ware or whether software is an 
integral part of it. As part of 
this wave of digitization, estab-
lished vendors from outside the 
software industry need to avoid 
that someone else will reap all 
the profits from their products. 
That someone else would be 
software companies that supply 
needed components. In particu-
lar, software platforms can have 
such network effects that their 
providers can reach a monop-
oly position so that dependent 
vendors who need the platform 
will face a diminishing profit 
margin.

One counter action for tradi-
tional product vendors is to 
build up software development 
capabilities and develop the 
software components they need 
themselves. And one certainly 
should do so to not be left be-
hind. Sadly, some ecosystems, 
most notably Silicon Valley, are 
so far ahead on the curve that 
a pure game of catch-up will be 
hard to play except for the most 
determined companies and 
economies.

How do you view the pros-
pects of national level or 
international partnerships 
in developing open source 
components? 
Right. A better strategy is to 
take the outsize profits out of 
the software industry by re-
placing closed source software 

components with open source 
software components. Such 
open source components can 
be developed jointly with other 
companies and even between 
countries. A good organization-
al form to make such joint work 
sustainable are open source user 
consortia. A long running ex-
ample is the Kuali Foundation, 
which guides the development 
of software needed for operat-
ing universities. Another more 
recent example is the German 
openKONSEQUENZ cooperative, 
which guides the development 
of software needed for the 
smart (energy) grid. I initiated 
and helped setup this second 
example.

Many more are in the making. 
At the recent Open Source 
Leadership Summit, the Linux 
Foundation announced several 
more “foundations” like the 
ASWF, a foundation-like pro-
ject with its own governance 
to guide the development of 
software needed to produce 
movies, and LF Energy, a foun-
dation-like project to guide the 
development of software for 
long-distance energy network 
operators. The Eclipse Foun-
dation, another umbrella open 
source foundation, offers sever-
al “industry working groups”, 
which are also foundation-like 
projects. Examples domains 
covered by the Eclipse Foun-
dation are the automotive, the 
geographical, and the science 
domain.

What should be the role of 
the governments in support-
ing the open source compo-
nents? 

It is not always easy for 
non-software companies to 

actively shape their software 
future. For this reason, govern-
mental support and policies can 
be helpful in the form of educa-
tion and organizational support. 
Once companies understand 
the impact of reducing their 
dependency on foreign software 
vendors by way of community 
open source software, however, 
important gains can be made 
that strengthen both the com-
panies in need of the software 
as well as the local supporting 
software industry.

Could you summarize the 
advantages of open source 
software in oil and gas, tour-
ism and services sectors for a 
country like the Sultanate of 
Oman?

Oil and gas products, beyond 
the physical product, require 
software to be delivered. This 
is even more true of tourism as 
a product. In the development 
and operation of this software, 
open source components can 
play an important role in re-
placing expensive closed source 
components from foreign ven-
dors. When you replace those 
expensive components with 
cheaper open source compo-
nents, you avoid the erosion of 
your profit margin by gaining 
freedom from vendor lock-in. In 
addition, you get the freedom 
to innovate faster and better 
than before. For these reasons, 
the Omani government should 
support the creation of open 
source software and a local 
ecosystem of developers.


