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Free Software Foundation Europe

We are a charity that empowers 
users to control technology. 



Free Software 

improve
The software can be 

modified by you or others 
to give back to the 

community.

share
The software can be

shared without limitations.
The price doesn’t matter. 

study
The software and its code 

can be analysed by 
anyone.

use
The software can be
used for any purpose,
without restrictions. §§



We need controllable, shapeable,
transparent digital infrastructures.

To achieve this, we need Free Software
in public administrations, in the education 
sector and on private devices.



We want legislation requiring that publicly financed software developed for the public 
sector be made publicly available under a Free and Open Source Software licence.

If it is public money, it should be public code as well. 

https://publiccode.eu 

Why is software created using taxpayers’ money not released as Free Software? 



We want incremental change
across Europe, on all levels.

20,48 % from now
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We see progress, but …
Lack of clear policies

Lack of implementation

Lack of statistics to measure progress

Lack of sustainable budgets for Free Software

Problematic competition practices
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… we have to be watchdogs.



It is not new and will not disappear.

It harms Public Money? Public Code! and Free Software.

We need to recognise openwashing, talk about it and contain it.

Openwashing









  

Openwashing:

Creating the misleading impression of developing, offering or otherwise 
supporting Free Software, while actually offering proprietary software.

1. Proprietary software: software product is not (fully) Free Software

2. Misleading communication: The manufacturer gives the impression 
that this software is Free Software. 

Openwashing is a form of fraudulent labelling – usually with the intention 
of gaining a market advantage for proprietary software products.

Definition











Methods & strategies
Open wording, closed code: misleading naming or buzzwording

Pseudo Open Licensing: Misleading licensing of proprietary software

Partly Open Proprietary Software: “Open Core” / proprietary “Enterprise Edition”

Obfuscated source: hidden proprietary components or blobs

Closed source forks: Free Software intransparently turned proprietary

Closed server: advertise free client, while server is proprietary

Delayed source: new features promoted as free but are proprietary (first)

Obstructed source: users are kept from exercising their freedoms

Pseudo-open AI: training data, model, weights, software – some or all not free



Why is openwashing a problem?
Free Software manufacturers: not awarded in procurement, loss of revenue

Free Software developers: loss of income, might face layoffs

Free Software community: mutual distrust 

Free Software: reputational damage, problems attributed to Free Software

Public administrations: no control over digital infrastructures,
no interoperability, ongoing vendor lock-in

General public: deceived about the sustainable use of taxpayers’ money

The goals of ‘Public money? Public code!’ are undermined.

Damage to the Free Software ecosystem.



Maslow’s Hammer

These are not the only pitfalls in the procurement of Free Software.

Not every problematic behaviour of a bidding party has to do with openwashing.

„If the only you have is a hammer,
it is tempting to treat everything
as if it were a nail.“
Abraham Harold Maslow, The Psychology of Science:
A Reconnaissance, 1966, S. 15.



Other pitfalls
Free Software becomes proprietary

Single vendor, lacking a community

Weak business model

Freeloading: Offering Free Software developed by others
without payments or contributions

Vulnerable components as dependencies



What can public administrations do?
Reduce the risk of awarding contracts to openwashers:

Expertise, reliable structures + institutions, tender criteria, maintain the ability to 
change, willingness to learn

Avoid own openwashing:

Licensing criteria, REUSE, open development, compliance/inclusion in Linux 
distributions, multi-stakeholder participation, expertise



What can we all do?
Understand strategies and methods of openwashing / unfair competition

Avoid own openwashing

Raise awareness – talk about openwashing

Monitor markets and public administrations

Ask questions, educate, convince
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Point out and criticise openwashing
and other market practices that harm Free Software!
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Become an FSFE supporter
to ensure that all public funding for software

is used for Free Software only!

https://my.fsfe.org/donate
Thank you!
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