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From the Editor...
by Tyler Mitchell

Welcome to the first edition of the OSGeo Journal for
2010! As a good kick-off to the new year this vol-
ume takes a few different perspectives on software
development and design. Naturally the various is-
sues related to typical development projects applies
quite well to our open source geospatial specific in-
terests. The articles cover a range of topics from a
review of various software to a discussion of user-
centered design. Along the way you’ll also get to
read some more technically meaty articles and some
perspective pieces.

Each volume of the Journal takes several months
of concerted effort by many individuals. Landon
Blake played a lead editorial role in getting this vol-

ume pulled together so you can read it - thank you
Landon! It’s always a pleasure to have more section
editors, LaTeX masters and reviewers come to help.
Thank you to all the volunteers.

With our new online management system, any
potential article can be submitted at anytime by sim-
ply filling in a form at http://osgeo.org/ojs. As
well, over the next couple of months keep one eye
open for the OSGeo 2009 Annual Report. Get your
articles in soon if you have not already. Enjoy the
articles!

Tyler Mitchell
Editor in Chief, OSGeo Journal
http: // osgeo. org

tmitchell@osgeo.org
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Why Every Open Source Project Needs a
Good Dictator
How A Good Dictator Can Solve Problems With
The Open Source Software Development Model

by Landon Blake

Introduction

This article examines the need for a ‘good dictator’ in
open source software projects. It begins by describ-
ing the problems that can result in an open source
project that lacks a good dictator, proceeds by ex-
plaining how a good dictator can help solve these
problems, examines the qualities of a good dictator,
and concludes with a description of the type of open
source projects that would benefit the most from a
good dictator.

Problems Resulting From a Lack of
Clear Leadership

There are several problems that can plague an open
source leadership that lacks clear leadership. These
problems include:

Stagnation in development of the open source
software that is developed by the project. Symptoms
of this problem include infrequent releases and a lack
of new features. Stagnation can result when there are
no clear goals for the program or an overall push to
take the program in a forward direction.

A ‘muddied’ code base that suffers from source
code contributions with an inconsistent coding style.
This coding style could be the formatting and struc-
ture of the actual source code, or the way the archi-
tecture of the program is designed and implemented.

Inconsistent branding of the open source project.
This includes the design of logos, designation of text
fonts and color schemes. Inconsistencies in these el-
ements show up in both the documentation and the
graphical user interface of the software produced by
the project.

What is a Dictator?

Before we can describe how a dictator can solve the
problems listed previously, it is important that we
define the term dictator for the purposes of this ar-
ticle. A dictator is a person or organization that pro-
vides strong leadership of an open source software
project. This leadership often comes in the form of an
individual programmer, team of programmers, or or-
ganization that has specific goals for the open source
project and a willingness to make decisions that may
displease certain segments of the community.

The Best Type of Dictator

What makes a good dictator for an open source soft-
ware development project? A good dictator has the
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following characteristics.
A good dictator has a long-term commitment to

the project. (For example: A company has a long
term commitment to a software project because it
distributes the software for a hardware platform that
it produces. Another example: A non-profit organi-
zation that uses an open source program as a key part
of its operations.)

A good dictator knows how to balance compet-
ing interests. This includes knowing what is worth
fighting over, knowing how to best handle difficult
people, and being able to tell contributors ‘no’ when
it becomes necessary.

A good dictator has a large investment in the
open source software project, but maintains an abil-
ity to see beyond their own immediate needs.

Solutions Provided By a Good Dic-
tatorship

How does an open source software project benefit
from a good dictator? How does a good dictator fix

some of the problems that arise when an open source
software project lacks good leadership?

A good dictator can set programming, marketing,
and documentation priorities for a project. A good
dictator can outline a development road map and set
a release schedule.

A good dictator can set and enforce coding styles.
This makes the structure and formatting of the actual
source code more consistent. It also makes decisions
about the implementation of the program architec-
ture more consistent.

A good dictator can set and enforce standards for
branding of the product. This can result in a clear
image of the program’s ‘brand’ and a more effective
marketing effort for the open source project.

Landon Blake
Redefined Horizons
www. redefinedhorizons. com

sunburned.surveyor AT redefinedhorizons.net
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