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DIRECTIONS: OPEN SOURCE SOFTWARE

interviews... show that today’s propri-
etary installed bases and ISVs show lit-
tle interest in replacing existing
databases with open source ones. Leav-
ing open source databases with only so
many places to expand in.”

Aberdeen estimates that the data-
base market was worth $10.5bn in 2003,
of which only $100m was attributable
to open source database revenue,
although they grabbed a much bigger
share of the number of installations,
with more than 10 million.

According to Aberdeen these instal-
lations are primarily in the low-end
space, which should provide growth
for open source database suppliers.
“Overall, the prospects for open source
databases are moderately bright – lim-
ited by the market’s strong attachments
to existing database, not by major tech-
nical deficiencies. Although they do
not offer the bells and whistles of pro-
prietary databases, they do offer a cost-
effective alternative to these in many
cases,” Aberdeen concluded.

Bright prospects
MySQL’s Urlocker does not disagree
with this statement. “We’ve chosen a
particular approach that we think has
been underserved, the commoditised
database market, with a product that is
solid, but easy to use,” he says.

The company believes that there is a
gap in the market that has opened up
thanks to commercial database ven-
dors adding more and more function-
ality to their products. “If you’re not
going to use the features, why pay for
them?” Urlocker asks, before conced-
ing the other side of the coin. “If you
need grid features, buy Oracle, it’s a
great product,” he adds.

While Urlocker shies away from

declaring competitive war on the likes
of Oracle and IBM, clearly MySQL’s
eponymous database is stealing market
share away from more established ven-
dors, and will continue to do so as it
develops functionality.

“What happens is that the commod-
ity products get better and better. We’re
not trying to compete against the big
databases with overall features, but we
will add capabilities,” Urlocker says.

Despite being one of the most vocal
supporters of open source IBM is even
more dismissive of the potential for
impact on its DB2 and WebSphere
products. “We’re not seeing any
impact here,” says Surjit Chana, VP of
software marketing strategy and plan-
ning. “In very low-end pieces of the
market we’ve seen some of the open
source products playing. Those are
very small, niche focused areas so we
don’t see as much momentum as we
do with Linux.”

There is already evidence that open
source software is starting to impact
commercial vendors, however. “In
response to open source being popular
in development, you are seeing ven-
dors allowing their products to be used
in development for free, and BEA is in
that group”, admits Rivera, although
he maintains that there is a big jump to
be made between development and
production deployment.

And there are independent indica-
tions that this is the case. According to
a TogetherSoft user survey cited by
JBoss, it has more than 40% share of
the development application server
market, compared to just 27% share of
the production application server 
market according to a BZ Research
survey (although that was up from 13%
in 2002, the largest growth of all 
products).

“For open source to close that gap of
being deployed in enterprises we’ll have
to see a number of things happening,”
says Rivera. One of these is consolida-
tion in the market, he says. “The ques-
tion is not so much about
commoditisation as it is about consoli-

dation,” continues Rivera, arguing that
with three Java-based middleware pro-
jects in JBoss, JOnAS and Apache
Geronimo the market is already over-
loaded. “Even within open source we’re
going to have to see consolidation.” 

This will not necessarily be a bad
thing though, according to Fleury.
“Each niche in itself will not generate
that much of a stream, but aggregate
many steams and you create a river,”
he says.

For BEA’s Rivera, another reason
why open source middleware projects
will not impact commercial incum-
bents is a lack of industry support. “If
you look at the open source projects
that have been successful, these have
been funded by the industry itself,” he
says. “The one thing that I see with the
application platforms is that I don’t see
a good candidate for that funding.”

Lack of support
Oracle’s Cleverly agrees. “Are IBM
going to invest in MySQL? Are Oracle?
Who’s going to invest in it? There is no
other way to develop the improvements
required,” he says. “The improvements
[in open source] have had to come
from commercial vendors.”

The open source model does
strange things to commercial software
vendors, however, and as Urlocker
notes, “Who would have thought that
an old guard company like Novell
would now be a leading-edge open
source vendor? We don’t know how
this will play out with all the commer-
cial vendors but it’s fair to say that the
use of open source software will
increase.”

As well as securing $10m in funding,
JBoss recently secured a partnership
deal with Iona that saw the integration
vendor dumping its own application
server in favour of JBoss AS. “Iona is an
example of how open source can do
business,” says Fleury. “It’s not neces-
sarily a destructive aspect. They have
looked at what is their core value. It’s a
sign of maturity of us as a company but
also of the market.

“We want to be a monopoly,” he
adds – tongue only slightly in cheek.
“There’s going to be a major change in
the infrastructure arena, maybe over
the next 10 to 20 years. I’m willing to
put money on the idea that people will
say: ‘you don’t get fired for choosing
open source’. I argue that open source
may be a better monopoly model. We
are positioning ourselves to control a
critical piece of the infrastructure.”

Following the success of Linux, the scene has been set
for other open source projects to make their way into the
enterprise. IBM, BEA and Oracle could well have a point
when they say that the open source alternatives lack
comparative functionality and, for some users, trusted
support models, but they should also be aware that just a
few years ago the Unix vendors were saying exactly the
same things about Linux.
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Interest in open source projects
(Percentage of respondents already using or
planning to use open source software)

“In response to open
source being popular
in development , you
are seeing vendors
allowing their 
products to be used in
development for free,
and BEA is in that
group.”

Jim Rivera, BEA senior
principal technologist
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