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WORKING LIFE

Don’t want to give Google your data?
Time to co-operate
The co-operative movement is working to overthrow Big Tech by
investing in its own open-source software

Hazel Sheffield

August 14 2018, 12:01am, The Times

Harry Robbins is seeking to give Unite members an alternative data storage site
TIMES PHOTOGRAPHER JACK HILL

Members of the trade union Unite wanted to share documents
online while complying with the European Union’s general data
protection regulation but giving every member a Google Drive
account would be too expensive.

Harry Robbins, a member of its ICT branch and co-founder of
Outlandish, a tech co-operative in London, recommended a free
alternative: Nextcloud, which would allow members to own
their data rather than surrender it to a multinational. He is now
working with the union to roll out the software.
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Like Google Drive, Nextcloud is cloud-based software. It’s
written in open source code so anyone can change and
redistribute it. In the UK, it is hosted and distributed by the
She�eld co-operative Webarchitects.

Open source software o�ers a transparent and free way to store
data online. The open-source and co-operative movements
share the same philosophy, according to Chris Croome, 52, a co-
founder of Webarchitects. “Co-operatives are about sharing, and
the free open software movement is about using licences to
ensure sharing, rather than reinforcing hoarding or scarcity. If
you’re concerned about privacy and want a world that isn’t run
by very large, rich corporations, you may not want them hosting
your data.”

Next month Casaco, a co-operative operation in Paris with 120
members, will install the open-source social network
Startin’blox as an alternative to Facebook, Slack and Whatsapp.
“Some co-working spaces are about real estate but this is not
our philosophy,” said Aurélien Denaes, 31, a co-founder of
Casaco. “We wanted to create a place free from hierarchy.”

Casaco will use tools on Startin’blox for payments and invoicing
and it will act as a social network connecting the users of the co-
working space and eventually those of other co-operatives. “If
we can’t have control over the tools, we don’t have any liberty in
our work,” Mr Denaes said.

Alexandre Bourlier, 30, decided to help set up Startin’blox amid
concerns that the tech industry is becoming increasingly
monopolised. “We trust a company with all data and this gives
the company too much power,” he said. “Nobody is able to
control it. The EU issues a fine every ten years but I don’t think
it solves anything.”

Mr Bourlier, an advocate for decoupling, or separating
applications from data so that several players can operate, said:
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“Even if Google products are good, we are still losing from not
having tens of them.”

Startin’blox will be released to the public in October, funded by
€50,000 from Happy Dev, a sister business started by Mr
Bourlier and Sylvain Le Bon, 35, and funded by a bank loan and
money from friends and family.

The platform will operate on a Freemium model like Spotify,
converting free users to a tiered, paid model over time. In the
UK, Nextcloud is o�ered free to users and funded through
hourly paid work by Mr Croome from Webarchitects.

Mr Robbins believes that the cost of development is the key
barrier to growth. Open-source projects are up against some of
the richest companies in the world. “It is di�cult to see how the
open-source community can get together enough funds without
government backing to rival [them].”

Co-operatives are working across national borders. At the Open
Co-op conference in London developers discussed linking
services to compete with Microsoft O�ce and Google Drive.
The tipping point, Mr Robbins says, will be when big
organisations such as schools and universities back open-source
projects.

The co-op movement is only just beginning to see the potential
of open-source software to strengthen its values of democracy,
equality and autonomy. “There’s a lot of potential that hasn’t
yet been realised,” Mr Croome said. “If you want to create a
di�erent system, you have to put your money where your
mouth is.”

Out of sight on Minds  
For Mark Harding, 24, co-founder of the social network Minds,
the move towards open-source software is inevitable. “Food
brands have to say what’s in their products, so why shouldn’t
you know what’s in the software that you use?” he says.
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With one million users, Minds is an open-source network
similar to Facebook. But while Facebook is written in
proprietary code, making it hard to know what the company is
doing with users’ data, Minds allows anyone to see its code and
edit it.

Reports that Google is creating a censored Chinese version is an
example of a corporation “clearly putting their profit over their
values”, Mr Harding says. “If the big tech companies continue in
this direction, then it will only continue to justify why
alternative platforms like Minds need to exist.”

From August 13, Minds will reward users for activity in tokens
hosted on blockchain, the infrastructure behind
cryptocurrencies such as bitcoin, which enables records to be
updated instantly and securely. Users can earn or exchange the
currency by referring users, reporting bugs and mending code.
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