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Wikipedia defines Open Source Software as, “… computer software which source code is available under a license (or arrangement such as the public domain) that meets the Open source definition. This permits users to use, change, and improve the software, and to redistribute it in modified or unmodified form. It is often developed in a public, collaborative manner.”  Open Source software has been around in its current context since 1998, and hundreds of titles are available for almost any computing need.  As a general rule, Open Source software is free to use, modify, and redistribute as the user sees fit.  For this reason it has evolved from products that only a geek could love to software that it widely used in corporate, academic, and home environments.  Some Open Source software, such as the comprehensive and free office suite, Open Office, has in some places taken a substantial market share from its pricey commercial competitors with hundreds of millions of users.  Much of the Open Source software is now in the mainstream, and is no longer in the exclusive realm of nerds.
Open Source software should be seriously considered as an alternative to commercial software.  One website that lists almost 500 categorized Open Source products is online at mashable.com/2007/09/23/open-source.  This website contains a wealth of resources that are mostly free for the taking. All businesses, and many households, need some type of accounting software, and Open Source is a viable choice.  Some of the accounting programs listed provide budgeting help, personal finance assistance, point of sale (POS) applications that work with barcode readers, inventory control, and other fiscal functions.
Many businesses are now dependant on “Customer Relationship Management” software, known in the industry as CRM.  About 20 CRM titles are listed on the mashable.com site listed above.  Generally, these titles allow for the recording and utilizing of customer data.  One product intended for charitable or religious use, is listed as “CiviCRM - The world’s first downloadable constituent relationship management system; fund raising software that allows users to manage information about donors, volunteers, etc.”  CRM software generally allows for the creation and maintenance of mailing lists, client tracking, project management, and other customer related information.
Many of us would like the opportunity to customize what we see on our Windows desktops, and not be forced to utilize what Bill Gates provides us.  Open Source obliges by providing about a dozen “Desktop Environments and Shell Replacements”.  Some of the functionality added to Windows by these programs includes enhancements like minimizing windows to floating icons, freeing the taskbar, controlling wallpaper and icons, real-time wallpaper effects, and other customizable functions.  For those who like to tinker with Windows, these desktop environments and shell replacements can be a lot of fun to play with.
One computing function that almost all of us deal with on a daily basis is email.  While the industry leader, Microsoft’s Outlook Express is free (bundled with Internet Explorer), and its commercial big brother Outlook is commonly bundled with Microsoft Office, there are some excellent alternatives in Open Source software.  One of the most popular Open Source email clients is Mozilla’s Thunderbird, which is a very full featured email client with millions of users.  Thunderbird can be downloaded (free) from 

www.mozilla.com/en-US/thunderbird.  Thunderbird has much of the look and feel of Outlook, but provides many advanced features not available in Outlook.  Thunderbird is compatible with almost all email services, and is easy and quick to configure.  Thunderbird generally provides better security than Outlook, and includes some protection from phishing (identity theft) scams.  Spam email is the bane of email, and Thunderbird offers active spam filtering which routes suspicious email to a junk mail folder for quick review and deletion, if desired.  It is also a universal email client in that it can run on Windows, Mac OS-X, and Linux, and is currently available in over 30 languages.  Thunderbird would be a great alternative for those who want to get away from Microsoft products.  Thunderbird, as popular as it is, is not the only Open Source email client listed; there are about a dozen email clients listed.  The selection is good, and the price can not be beat.
Another computing function that many of us partake in is ripping music, and converting it to formats that can be utilized by our portable music players.  Some of us edit videos, such as the ones we take with our camcorders.  The Open Source website at mashable.com/2007/09/23/open-source lists over three dozen ripping, music editing, and video editing utilities.  Formats supported by some of these Open Source utilities include MP3, MPEG, MPEG1, MPEG2, DivX, WAV and several other formats.  Some of the software will edit and repair damaged audio and video files, while others allow for the conversion of DVDs to other video formats.  There is an impressive selection of audio and video utilities available as Open Source, and they are worthy of consideration.  Once media is available in digital formats, some means of playing it may be necessary, and this website lists several dozen media players.
Another popular computing task is file sharing and “FTP” (File Transfer Protocol), and there are about three dozen free utilities listed.  While some are for traditional file swapping, others allow for the remote access and synchronization of computers.

Many of us are artistic and graphically inclined, but the major commercial graphics design programs are often expensive.  Open Source can come to the rescue with about 40 titles to choose from, allowing for an excellent selection.  Some Open Source graphics utilities are simple photo editors, while others include 2D and 3D animation.  Other Open Source utilities provide sophisticated webpage authoring tools where a novice can produce a professional appearing webpage.

Adobe’s PDF (Portable Document Format) has become the de-facto standard for saving and distributing documents in “What you see is what you get” (WYSIWYG) format.  While Adobe Acrobat (writer) is an expensive utility, there are about a dozen Open Source programs that can perform a similar task for free.

A lot of busy individuals need a “PIM” (Personal Information Manager) to keep track of their personal information, appointments, calendars, address books, to-do lists, and other daily mundane tasks.  About a dozen “Personal Information and Task Managers” are available as Open Source, which may provide some help in controlling our often hectic lives.

There are several other categories of Open Source software listed, including project managers, reporting tools, RSS (news) feeds, system utilities, office suites, office programs, and web browsers such as Firefox.   Open Source is here to stay and may be a key player in the future of software.  It is definitely worthy of a serious look and consideration.
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