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Open Source in 2025: What
Will Matter Most This Year?
Navigating the pressures on the open source software world must
become our collective mission in 2025, argues Amanda Brock of
OpenUK.
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2024 didn’t fail to disappoint in delivering another
roller coaster of a year for open source software.
Open source isn’t just code today, it’s a philosophy
that we have seen put under serious pressure
throughout the last couple of years.

Navigating that pressure must become our
collective, global, community mission in 2025.
That’s the only way that we can hope to protect the
future of open source. At the State of Open Con,
on Feb. 4 and 5, our agenda will focus on the
topics we know will rise in importance in 2025
based on the events of 2024.

Here are some of the ideas we’ll explore during the
event:

The Open Source AI Definition Debate

AI has created a fundamental challenge to
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everything we thought we knew about openness.
My stance on the new Open Source AI Definition is
clear. The Open Source Initiative’s purpose is to
protect the open source definition and open source
software. At this juncture, a strong and focused
OSI is critical to the future of open source.  We
must see the OSI focus its energy not on a second
definition but on the future of open source
software in 2025.

As we see the Free Software Foundation provide a
second definition for openness in AI in 2025, and
policymakers grapple more fully with openness at
the French-led third AI Action Summit (in Paris,
Feb. 10 and 11), I expect the fuss around open
source and AI will die down a little. We are likely to
see the approach shift to a more pragmatic one.

For example, I believe the debate around AI will
shift to focus on disaggregating its component
parts — weights, models, algorithms, datasets etc.
— and to assess the level of openness of these,
whether they are fully or partially open and what
the impact of each is.

For open source software, our long-established
Open Source Definition being observed in licensing
in AI will be critical as it ensures the free flow that
underlies open source — allowing anyone to use it
without restriction other than legal restriction.
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By assessing risk from this perspective, the
outcomes will be far less tied to the current state
of AI. Trying to define a sector could only ever be a
transient approach for AI and open source. A
clearer understanding of what it means for data to
be open (or partially open), both inside and outside
of the context of AI, will be high up the policy
agenda in 2025 and beyond.

Agentic AI is the current flavor of the month. Few
beyond AutoGPT are really delivering on this
promise to date. We will see this area of AI evolve
and stay current throughout 2025. Of course, other
areas will also evolve in relatively quick succession.
as AI continues to take shape.

Greener Data Centers

The infrastructure necessary not only for AI but for
our digital future is critical. Data centers, GPUs and
the infrastructure necessary to service AI,
including power, will be a key focus of 2025. The
infrastructure required must be minimized and
enable greener processing. Open source lends
itself well to this.

Greening digital infrastructure will be a key focus
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of the United Nations Climate Change Conference
(UNCCC  COP 30), slated for November in Brazil.
And as the Green Digital Declaration and Digital
Action Day evolve from COP29, we are likely to see
a bigger focus on open technology which can be a
huge enabler of this in 2025.

Challenging Open Source Business
Models

Open source isn’t a marketing tool. It’s for life.

Despite the normalization in recent years of a
pattern of commercial organizations switching
away from open source licenses as they grow (and
facing the choice of taking more funding or doing
an initial public offering), I expect that this bait-
and-switch commercial approach is coming to an
end.

Key to this is the power of the fork combined with
the shift in the open source community to
commercial users and their staff. A key user
benefit of open source to commercial users is their
staff engagement in projects and evolving skills
through participation. Powerful users are able to
fund and manage the shift back to open source
through a fork if a key software project changes its
license to a more restrictive one

The path to a successful fork is no longer the
nuclear option. Thanks to what James Governor,
founder of the tech analyst firm RedMonk, has
labeled “The Hammer of Valkey,” 2024’s forks have
demonstrated that in open source in 2025, it won’t
be the “buyer” but the “seller” who must beware.
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Geopolitical Tremors: Shaking the
Foundations of Open Source

We confronted a harsh reality in 2024, with the first
exclusions of developers from open source
projects as a consequence of geopolitics and
sanctions.

This risks the opening of a floodgate that might
destroy the essence of the global collaboration on
which open source is based. Any restrictions need
to be carefully understood and managed to protect
the heart of our modern digital world, where both
AI and open source span geographical borders and
require a global approach to governance.

That governance unnecessarily restricting
collaboration would be very destructive to the
world-leading innovation open source enables. We
must educate our policymakers on the importance
of this.

The Public Sector and Paying for Open
Source

As all governments look to their digital futures,
they are scratching their heads, wondering how to
become tech-savvy and build forward-looking
infrastructure to serve their citizens’ needs.
Ultimately, open source will serve this. As a
consequence, we will increasingly see public
sector engagement in open source at scale
through 2025 and beyond.

This offers an opportunity to build funding models
that include public sector investment at scale. The
opportunity this offers to consciously divert
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funding from the public purse into sustainable
software through open source must not be missed.
And there is ample opportunity for that to include
the recognition that not only innovation but also
maintenance and skills development must be
supported.

The Global Challenge

Looking ahead to 2025, open source’s challenges
remain complex. We must evolve open source
principles to meet AI’s rapid transformation while
preserving the collaborative spirit that’s always
been our greatest strength. Key to this is the
recognition that the future of open source is not
simply in the Global North nor in enterprise.

As our global digital infrastructure spans
geographical borders, it requires a global
governance regime and an understanding of the
benefits and funding needs of globally
collaborative innovation. This will allow it not only
to survive but to thrive.

State of Open Con is a conference covering open
technology, including the future of open and
technical open source software and security
tracks. The event, held Feb. 4-5 in London,
includes plenaries on the future of open source
and AI openness.

Alex Williams, founder and publisher of The New
Stack, will co-host a track on the future of open
source at the event.
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organisation for the business of Open
Technology: open source software, open
hardware, open data, open innovation, open
standards and open access AI - with a purpose of
UK Leadership and Global Collaboration...
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