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About me



1996

Wintel has 95% of PC market

Windows 95 and Windows NT are 
current Microsoft systems

UNIX: Common Desktop 
Environment (CDE)

Linux Kernel 2.0 is released

Linux distributions: Slackware, 
Debian, RedHat, SUSE, ...

Linux GUI: FVWM





Matthias Ettrich starts KDE with a Usenet post on 
14 Oct 1996

GUI for end-users.
Programmers wanted!



Two firm decisions and a note

„The stuff will be distributed under the terms of the 
GPL.“

„Everybody I'm talking to in the net would LOVE a 
somewhat cleaner desktop. Qt is the chance to 

realize this.“

„BTW3: I don't have any connections to Troll Tech, I just like their product
(look at the sources: really high quality!) and their kind of marketing:

free sourcecode for free software.“



Qt conceived
by Haavard Nord and Eirik Chambe-Eng
on a park bench in Trondheim, Norway,

in 1991.

Cross-platform GUI toolkit in C++



1995

Troll Tech releases Qt 0.9



Business Model: Dual-Licensing

Qt Professional Edition (proprietary license)

commercial version for all platforms and projects

Qt Free Edition (Qt Free Edition License)

free for Free Software projects on X11 (including GNU/Linux)



How free is free?

Controversy around Qt Free Edition License 

What happens if Troll Tech stops making Qt 
available for Free Software development?



You have to understand that in the late nineties it was 
not uncommon that companies were bought to shut 
down products. There were concerns that Microsoft 
could do that to Qt.

-- Kalle Dalheimer





1997

28. Aug - 1. Sep

KDE One Developer Meeting in 
Arnsberg



The meeting takes place two weeks after GNOME was founded

Eirik and Arnt from Troll Tech travel to Germany and join

Troll Tech is 6 employees, KDE is 200 developers

The strategy works for both sides

Discussions about how to end the debate about the freedom of Qt

Troll Tech offers a legally binding agreement between the 
community and the company to guarantee that Qt stays free 
forever



The purpose of the Foundation is to 
keep the Qt Free Edition available, up-
to-date and usable for development of 
free software on the X Window System

In the event that the Qt Free Edition is 
discontinued, the Foundation shall 
release the Qt Free Edition under the 
BSD License.



Troll Tech‘s lawyer:

“So, you are saying that you want to
pay me to create a bulletproof setup so that 
you can never stop giving something away for
free?“

Eirik‘s answer:

„Yes!“



Troll TechTroll TechKDE e.V.KDE e.V.

KDE Free Qt FoundationKDE Free Qt Foundation
Representatives

Representatives
Representatives

License
Agreement



● KDE needs a legal entity to be a contract partner
– KDE e.V. is founded on 27. Nov 1997

● KDE Free Qt Foundation
– Entity to hold special license agreement on Qt
– Separate entity to protect against bankruptcy of Troll Tech

● Board of the foundation
– Two KDE and two Troll Tech representatives
– KDE decides in case of ties

● License agreement between KDE Free Qt Foundation and Troll Tech:
– If no major updates of the Qt Free Edition are released for 12 months, the 

foundation can release it under the BSD license



Consequences

Protects Qt against bankruptcy, takeover, and change of plans

BSD license allows:
● The use of Qt for any project, free software as well as 

proprietary
● To build a new company with a similar dual-license business 

model



1998

22. June

First agreement between Troll 
Tech and the KDE Free Qt 
Foundation is signed.

„We believe the founding of the KDE 
Free Qt Foundation to be an 
unprecedented ground-breaking step, 
ushering in a new era of software 
development, allowing the KDE 
project, the free software community, 
all free software developers as well as 
commercial software developers to 
prosper in a mutually supportive 
fashion.“

-- from the announcement



First agreement between Troll Tech and the KDE Free Qt Foundation



1998

12. July

KDE 1.0 is released

Based on Qt 1.2





Qt 2.0 under QPL

KDE 2.0

Qt 2.2 under GPL

KDE 3.0

Second agreement

Qt 4.0 with GPL for Windows

26 Jun 1999

23 Oct 2000

7 Dec 2000

3 Apr 2002

28 May 2004

28 Jun 2005

Evolution



What is the Qt Free Edition?

Challenge: Future-proof definition of what the Qt Free Edition is

● What means discontinued?
● What means major update?
● What modules are part of Qt?
● What platforms are covered by the agreement?
● What licenses are acceptable?



2008

28. January

KDE e.V. gets an email



Ars Technica, 28.1.2008

https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2008/01/nokia-buys-trolltech-will-become-a-patron-of-kde/


KDE e.V. is at the table
Meetings with Nokia management in Frankfurt 

and Helsinki

Qt 4.5 adds LGPL

Third agreement

Qt 5 is developed under open governance



Digia acquires Qt

Qt 5.0

Fourth agreement

Digia forms The Qt Company

Fifth agreement

The Qt Company goes public

Qt 6.0

2011 – 2012

Dec 2012

13 Apr 2013

Sep 2014

28 Dec 2015

May 2016

December 2020

More Evolution



Ars Technica, 3.9.2013

https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2013/09/microsoft-buys-nokias-phone-business-for-7-1-billion


Where are we today?





KDE Free Qt Foundation exists for more than 20 years 
and counting

Qt stayed free through sometimes turbulent times

KDE and Qt both had a lot of success and impact



License guarantees present freedom

Community contract guarantees future freedom 

Community contract fosters
dialogue and balancing

between community and commercial interests



What about a fork?



GPL allows forking

but

it would split community

it wouldn‘t allow to use the proprietary dual-
license business model on the fork

agreement can be terminated
if KDE stops using Qt



Is the
KDE Free Qt Foundation

a good model for other projects?



Typical use case:
● Single-vendor holds all rights
● Proprietary/copyleft dual-licensing 

business model
● Contributor License Agreement 

(CLA) required for contributions

CLA

Imbalance in single-vendor projects

Problem:
● Asymmetric towards company
● Company has rights the 

community hasn‘t



KDE Free Qt Foundation style community contract:

● Balances out asymmetry (community has majority in foundation)
● Shared pledge for the future (going beyond open source license)
● Motivation for contributors (safe future perspective)

KDE Free Qt
Foundation

style agreement
CLA

Balanced setup



Fifth KDE Free Qt
Foundation agreement
from 28 Dec 2015

Maintenance required



GPL GPL + LGPL

2000 2010 20201995 20152005

Qt Free Edition
License
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Trolltech Nokia Digia The Qt Company



Courage



KDE Free Qt Foundation



Freedom



Freedom

good for business
good for community
good for the world



prosper in a mutually supportive fashion
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