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Fulfilling Open Source license obligations
Can checklists help?



● The Berne Convention is the 
basis for international copyright 
laws.

● Copyright laws protect works of 
art and literature.

● Program code is a work of 
literature and as such is 
protected by copyright law.  

Date States

December 5, 1887 Belgium, Germany, 
France, Italy, 
Switzerland, Spain, 
Tunisia and United 
Kingdom

March 1, 1989 USA

February 2018 A total of 176 states

Basics of Copyright Law



Basics of Copyright Law

● In order to copy and distribute a protected work, a permission (license) 
from the holder(s) of the exclusive rights of use is required.

● The licensor(s) may decide on the terms of the license.

● This has led to a large number of different licenses.



Open Source licenses

● Open Source licenses are a sub-group of licenses with certain commonly 
agreed-on properties.

● A number of common rights are granted for Open Source software, but 
the obligations of different licenses may vary greatly. 

● The license obligations of all licenses contained in a project have to be 
fulfilled. 



● The difficulty lies in understanding the obligations formulated in 
different license texts.

● A common understanding of license obligations is required.
● The compatibility of different Open Source licenses with each 

other and with proprietary licenses needs to be evaluated.

Canonical license obligations checklists



https://www.osadl.org/OSLOC 
(will be under CC0-1.0)

Open Source License Obligations Checklists



● “Language” elements, e.g.
– YOU MUST (to encode a license obligation)
– YOU MUST NOT (to encode a license prohibition)

● Actions to encode what MUST and what MUST NOT be done, e.g.
– YOU MUST Provide
– YOU MUST NOT Restrict

● Objects to the actions, e.g.
– YOU MUST Provide Copyright notice
– YOU MUST NOT Restrict Granted rights

Checklist elements



● “Language” elements, e.g.
– YOU MUST to encode a license obligation or
– YOU MUST NOT to encode a license prohibition

● Actions to encode what MUST and what MUST NOT be done, e.g.
– YOU MUST Provide
– YOU MUST NOT Restrict

● Objects to the actions, e.g.
– YOU MUST Provide Copyright notice
– YOU MUST NOT Restrict Granted rights

The YOU MUST NOT language construct specifies an individual license prohibition, i.e. what not to do,
 probably among other things, to become license compliant. It may optionally be followed

 by indented language constructs such as ATTRIBUTE that further describe the license prohibition.

The action to Restrict means to partly or completely withdraw
formerly granted permissions or supplied access conditions.

The term Granted rights describes contractual permissions
of use or access that otherwise would not exist.

Checklist elements with tooltips



Example: BSD-2-Clause



Example: BSD-2-Clause



Example: BSD-2-Clause

USE CASE Binary delivery

  ☐ YOU MUST Provide Copyright notices In Documentation OR 
Distribution material

  ☐ YOU MUST Provide License text In Documentation OR 
Distribution material

  ☐ YOU MUST Provide Warranty disclaimer In Documentation OR 
Distribution material



Example: GPL-2.0-only (excerpt)



Example: GPL-2.0-only (excerpt)





Example: GPL-2.0-only (excerpt)







Example: GPL-2.0-only with reference




Approval and feedback



Additional information – Interpretation

● Where a license is unclear, a possible interpretation is given.



Additional information – Interpretation

● Where a license is unclear, a possible interpretation is given.



Additional information – Copyleft clause

● Obligations for derivative works: Is there a copyleft clause?
(e.g. MPL-2.0: Yes)



Additional information – Copyleft clause

● Obligations for derivative works: Is there a copyleft clause?
(e.g. OpenSSL: Questionable)



Additional information – Patent hints

● Does the license contain patent hints? (e.g. EPL-2.0)



Additional information – Templates

● Text templates for various circumstances:
– Acknowledgment
– Written offer
– Warranty disclaimer
– Notices 

..
.



Additional information – Templates

● e.g. GPL-2.0: Written offer
This product contains software components that are licensed by the holder of the rights 
as free software, or Open Source software, under GNU General Public License, Version 2. 
The source code for these software components can be obtained from us on a data carrier 
(CD, DVD or USB stick) by submitting a request to our customer service department at the 
following address within three years after delivery of the product by us:
[Company name]
[Contact]
[Address]
Please provide the following product information
[Name]
[Serial number]
[Date of delivery]
and transfer 5 euros to the account [account information] to cover the costs of providing 
the data carrier and shipping it.



● Copyright allows to combine software components under different licenses.
● Copying and distributing such a combined work is only possible if the licenses 

are compatible.
● Compatibility is given when there are no conflicting license obligations or 

prohibitions.
● If two licenses are unilaterally compatible, the combined work has to be licensed 

under one (leading) license.
● If two licenses are bilaterally compatible, the combined work may be licensed 

under either of the involved licenses.

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.

● Exception:

– Explicit exception clauses can make two copyleft licenses compatible. 
E.g. LGPL-2.1: 

"You may opt to apply the terms of the ordinary GNU General Public 
License instead of this License to a given copy of the Library"

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.

– Permissive licenses are bilaterally compatible.

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.
– Permissive licenses are bilaterally compatible.

– Permissive licenses are unilaterally compatible with copyleft licenses.

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.
– Permissive licenses are bilaterally compatible.

– Permissive licenses are unilaterally compatible with copyleft licenses.
● Exception:

– No compatibility when a permissive license contains additional 
obligations or requirements that the copyleft license forbids to require. 

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.
– Permissive licenses are bilaterally compatible.

– Permissive licenses are unilaterally compatible with copyleft licenses.

– If a license is unclear or the copyleft is questionable, compatibility has to 
be decided on an individual basis.

 

License compatibility



● Guidelines: 
– Copyleft licenses are not compatible with each other.
– Permissive licenses are bilaterally compatible.
– Permissive licenses are unilaterally compatible with copyleft 

licenses.
– If a license is unclear or the copyleft is questionable, 

compatibility has to be decided on an individual basis.

 

License compatibility



Compatibility Matrix

..
.



Compatibility Matrix

..
.
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Compatibility Matrix 
GPL-2.0-only and BSD-2-Clause
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Compatibility Matrix 
GPL-2.0-only and BSD-2-Clause
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Compatibility Matrix 
GPL-2.0-only and BSD-2-Clause



...

Compatibility Matrix 
BSD-2-Clause and GPL-2.0-only



..
.

Compatibility Matrix 
GPL-2.0-only and BSD-4-Clause



BSD-4-
clause

GPL-2.0-
only

Compatibility Matrix 
GPL-2.0-only and BSD-4-Clause



Compatibility Matrix
Proprietary licenses

...



● The freedom to choose the license terms under which conveying a copyright 
protected work is allowed has led to a large number of different licenses.

● A canonical language is required to establish a common understanding of 
Open Source license obligations.

● The Open Source License Obligations Checklists project has encoded the 
obligations of 59 licenses.

● In addition, the compatibility of these licenses was evaluated.
● Feedback and approval from international legal experts is being collected.  

Conclusion



● The checklists will be made publicly available under the Creative Commons 
Zero v1.0 Universal license (CC0-1.0).

● For the time being, access to the checklists is granted to everybody on request;
please write to office@osadl.org to obtain personal login data.

● Volunteers are welcome to provide feedback on the quality and usability of the 
checklists.

Access to the checklists
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