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1 The Advantages of OpenDocument
A highly structured, metadata rich, application independ-

ent XML (eXtensible Markup Language) file format like
OpenDocument can finally offer two huge advantages to
all computer users and to Society as a whole. The first is
complete interoperability among many software applica-
tions, regardless of their user interface, license or develop-
ment model. It is worth noting that this capability is not
limited to office productivity software, but will be usable
and useful with a much wider range of products. Being
XML, OpenDocument files can be generated on the fly,
analyzed or indexed automatically by any number of inde-
pendent server-side applications.

The other really important thing that OpenDocument
makes possible, on a large scale and for the first time, is
reliable long term archiving, without any loss of informa-
tion, of digital office documents. This is something which
is not possible with other standards, including those spe-
cifically developed for archiving like PDF/A (Portable
Document Format Archive). The latter "only addresses those
files that might be described as a digital representation of a
paper document" and "will ensure that a PDF document
will be rendered as it was created 50 years from now" [1].
Consequently, PDF/A is enough only when the only avail-
able open version of an already existing document is a PDF
file, or with documents created by scanning paper. PDF/A
files are not meant, for example, to preserve the history or,
above all, the internal algorithms of the original document.
They do not preserve different versions, or of the formulas
from which the printable numbers in a spreadsheet are gen-
erated. This would make the future historical or scientific
analysis of, among others, law proposals, election reports
or global warming studies much harder than it could be if
the original had been stored in OpenDocument format.

Of course, reliable long term archiving depends on many
more variables than the file format alone, from the physical
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media to the file system specifications, but they are outside
the scope of this paper.

2 Impact of OpenDocument on Free/Open Source
Software

Many FOSS supporters, including politicians who hope
that FOSS will create more local IT jobs, seem to have not
yet realized that a general adoption of OpenDocument would
delay the adoption of FOSS in several scenarios or, in any
case, change the way in which FOSS desktop applications
are to be developed and supported.

Almost any large public or private organization already
has an equally large, installed and partially paid for IT in-
frastructure, which would take years to migrate. The only
thing that really prevents interoperability with such organiza-
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tions, or among them, is not which software they run. It is
the fact that they (can) only produce or accept proprietary
file formats, for which, by definition, FOSS filters can never
be perfect.

In addition to this, in many countries only
interoperability and data ownership can be realistically in-
cluded as mandatory requirements in public tenders. It is
immensely easier and much more coherent, at least in a Free
as in Freedom [2] society, to lobby for laws which only
require free formats and protocols, rather than any specific
software "product", whatever its license might be.

Imposing the adoption of OpenDocument is the easier
and most effective line of action in this context. To read or
produce OpenDocument files, however, a Microsoft Office
user has no need whatsoever to migrate to OpenOffice or
Linux. All he or she needs is to install, or have installed, a
plugin for Microsoft Office like the one being development
by the OpenDocument Foundation [3]. In other words, by
just adding OpenDocument support to their existing infra-
structure, many private and public users may have much
less reasons or external pressures to migrate to FOSS. Once
data ownership and interoperability are guaranteed, migra-
tion does not just become much easier, it also becomes much
less urgent and attractive. Therefore, FOSS will have to
compete in other fields in order to be adopted by desktop
users, regardless of license prices. Performances on limited
hardware, usability, end user documentation, and free online
support for non-programmers will have to be consistently
better than those of proprietary software to convince those
users to migrate to, and keep using, FOSS solutions.

Some FOSS advocates will probably be upset by these
new trends, but it would be wrong to fight them. First of all,
mandatory adoption of OpenDocument would immediately
make the 100% FOSS desktops of any student or small busi-
ness owner completely compatible with the proprietary ones
already existing in governments or corporations. Through
OpenDocument, FOSS-only desktops would become much
more usable for business, research and active politics than
they are today and much earlier.  Secondly OpenDocument
will eventually improve the quality of FOSS, for the rea-
sons just mentioned.

3 Hidden Traps
It is very likely that, eventually, all major producers of

both proprietary and Free software in the office files space
will support OpenDocument. In and by itself, however, there
are several ways in which the standard enables monopolies
to continue, or its usefulness to be nullified for long term
archiving.

Technically speaking, OpenDocument is very powerful
and useful because it can be extended. Robert Weir, a Soft-
ware Architect of the IBM Software Group, recently dis-
cussed with the health care standards consortium
MedBiquitous [4] an OpenDocument based format for phy-
sician certification which would have to add to each file
digitally signed XML metadata. However, extensibility is
neutral with respect to intentions. It is possible to have a

perfectly Free as in Freedom XML container full of patent-
ridden components. If anything, the fact that an office file
standard is not owned and controlled by one vendor may
make this even easier, not harder, as proprietary extensions
appear to keep end users locked in, at least in some sce-
narios.

3.1 General Issues
Where the Open Document Format for Office Applica-

tions (OpenDocument) v1.0) specification (OpenDocument-
v1.0-os,swx)  allows a new namespace to be introduced for
externally-defined elements is an entry point for proprietary
extensions, if the namespaces are not publicized and the
schemas and semantics for the elements are not entirely
published and legally usable. For example, arbitrary intro-
duction of foreign tags below the paragraph level is permit-
ted, as well as arbitrary document metadata (section 2.2),
formatting properties (section 15) and their application-de-
termined defaults. The standard also specifies how unknown
tags should be treated and, above all, states that at least some
of them should be preserved. As a practical example,
OpenOffice already preserves OLE objects and alternative
renderings for images, in order to maintain compatibility
with Microsoft Office if the document is exported back to
Office. All these "foreign" elements, however, are intrinsi-
cally not safe for use in interchange, because there is no
predictable treatment of them beyond such an optional, pas-
sive preservation [5].

3.2 Multimedia Formats
The OASIS standard "Open Document Format for Of-

fice Applications (OpenDocument) v1.0" specification ob-
viously allows the inclusion of images, audio or any other
multimedia object in texts, spreadsheets and presentations.
It says nothing, however, about the license or any IP re-
striction of the corresponding file formats, so it is perfectly
legal (as far as the standard is concerned) to include multi-
media content in proprietary or patent-restricted formats
inside OpenDocument files.

3.3 Macros
Macros are the only realistic way, for non-programmer

users of office suites, to achieve two intrinsically different
goals: one is to extend the functionality of one specific soft-
ware program on all the files it operates: dictionary inter-
faces, spelling checkers, word counters and similar fall into
this category. The other is to embed some kind of data
processing capability or interactivity into one specific docu-
ment: a real-world example may be an e-learning course,
usable even without an Internet connection, made of inter-
active forms. This is similar to what happens with Web
browsers. There are both Firefox specific extensions and
web pages containing JavaScript applets that can run in any
browser.

Macros of the first kind have nothing to do with
OpenDocument, but the interactive course scenario is quite
different. If that course consists of forms inside
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OpenDocument texts or spreadsheets, then its users and dis-
tributors will expect all the buttons, form fields, checks on
user input and so on, to work without problems inside any
OpenDocument-compliant program. The standard, however,
specifies how macros must be embedded in the document,
but not what their language should be [6].

3.4 In-file Databases
Single-file, server-less SQL databases, which besides the

data also contain schemas, indexes and forms structures are
not as powerful as full-fledged RDBMS solutions, but they
are extremely useful in a very common and important case.
They make it possible for all computer users, including those
without programming skills, root password or permission
to install extra software on their computers, to create and
above all exchange databases just as easily as text or im-
ages [7]. The popularity of MS Access in small offices is a
proof of this fact.

OpenDocument files may include such single-file
databases. OpenOffice, for example, uses HSQLDB as its
default format for this. In general, OpenDocument files may
also be dynamically linked to external databases. In both
cases, the same issues as with multimedia objects apply:
nothing in the standards prevent linked or embedded
databases from being proprietary or undocumented.

3.5. Digital Signatures and other Security Related
Extensions

Both governments and large corporations have interest
in ways to give or deny access to different sections of the
same document. An internal report, for example, may be
published on the Internet with only some paragraphs
encrypted. An OpenDocument file may also contain its own
digital signature, to certify its authenticity. Even individual
metadata may be signed, as in the MedBiquitous case. Again,
any cryptographic algorithm, regardless of its license or the
completeness of its public documentation, may be used for
this purpose.

3.6 Formulas
Version 1.0 of the OpenDocument standard did not man-

date a common format for the formulas embedded in
spreadsheets, and this created well known interoperability
problems [8]. This issue, however, will be fixed in version
1.2 of the standard, so it only exists for OpenDocument files
already archived today or in the next 12 months.

3.7 Fonts
Fonts are referenced by name, e.g., "Times New Roman".

Of course, they are only used for presentation, not encod-
ing of information. They will not create substantial
interoperability or archiving problems, but using fonts which
are proprietary or available on only a single platform can
create unnecessary trouble, for example making distribu-
tion of printed copies without modifications impossible. This
is especially true for scientific or technical documents with
many complex formulas.

4 Nature of the Solution
As already described, "100% ISO26300 Compliance"

is not enough to guarantee that an OpenDocument report or
law proposal stored today will be completely readable and
usable 20 or more years from now. In order for that to hap-
pen, all the components of such files should be at least as
open and documented as OpenDocument itself, but it is
possible and relatively easy do the contrary, thereby keep-
ing the end users locked into a specific software product.
Both benefits of OpenDocument, that is complete
interoperability and long term archiving without informa-
tion loss, would be lost in such cases.

Generally speaking, only part of the solution is techni-
cal and can be placed in the applications. For example, a
good option to have in OpenOffice (or any other word proc-
essor) would be to automatically convert all imported graph-
ics into an open format like PNG (Portable Network Graph-
ics) or SVG (Scalable Vector Graphics) . The same could
be done with fonts. When databases are concerned, archiv-
ing procedures should perform, when necessary, an auto-
matic inclusion of the database linked from the
OpenDocument file(s).

Automatic XML checkers which scan the content of
OpenDocument files and signal any closed component, com-
paring its format against an accepted list, would also be
easy to implement and very useful. Public Administration
and libraries could run them much like antivirus software,
refusing to accept any file whose interoperability, now and
in the future, cannot be guaranteed.

At another, but still technical level, well defined
interoperability testing is also essential to distinguish the
implementations which are willing to cooperate. The Uni-
versity of Central Florida, for example, is already working
on an OpenDocument test suite which would allow imple-
mentations to verify the conformance of a generic
OpenDocument-enabled software program with the speci-
fication [9].

At the deepest level, however, this is not a format speci-
fication issue. The specification of OpenDocument or its
license should not and could not contain, allow or forbid
every conceivable extension, not to mention those which
do not even exist yet. This is implicit in the very concept of
open and extensible standard: it must facilitate data ex-
change between implementations which are willing to ex-
change them, but it can not force compatibility when this
does not happen.  The problem must be solved in another
way, which is only partly technical.

The first step is to raise the awareness, among system
administrators and policy makers, that these issues do exist
and must be faced before they start to become a serious
problem. The second is to implement the automatic check-
ers mentioned above. The third step may be to officially
define an "OpenFile" or similar trademark which is appli-
cable only to files in which no component has restrictive
licenses or incomplete documentation. Part of the problem
here is of course to define who should take this action. In
the European Community, a likely candidate may be the
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Interoperable Delivery of European eGovernment Services
to public Administrations (IDABC) [10].

The last and most important step would then be to re-
quire by law that all the OpenDocument files stored or ex-
changed with public Administrations, libraries and so on be
compliant with the "OpenFile" trademark, regardless of the
software application which created them.

There are obviously several key cases where it may be
unavoidable to grant exceptions to such a rule, at least in
the short and medium term. Making sure that public docu-
ments are and remain completely open, of course, remains
a mandatory prerequisite for a truly open society, and
OpenDocument alone is not enough to reach this goal.
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