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The California HealthCare Foundation is considering turning the software developed for the Santa Barbara County
Care Data Exchange into an open-source software product that other regional health information organizations
(RHIOs) could use.

Foundation officials revealed their tentative plan at a Washington, D.C., forum where people from many
organizations discussed the potential of open-source software for health information exchanges. A Forrester
Research executive said at the forum that the use of open-source software could result in a 20 percent increase in
nationwide RHIO expansion by 2014.

Forrester Vice President Eric Brown said open-source software would not solve all the problems that RHIOs are
encountering as they try to establish information exchanges. But he said a survey Forrester undertook for the
foundation suggested that if open-source systems were available, 60 percent of the country might have access to a
RHIO by 2014, compared with 48 percent without open-source software.

President Bush set 2014 as a target for all Americans to have e-health records. Health care providers could share
those records via RHIOs.

In Santa Barbara, the foundation and other organizations spent nearly $20 million on the software that underlies one
of the country’s first RHIOs. To increase the return on that investment, the foundation might submit the software to a
consortium or other nonprofit that could license it to other users, said Sam Karp, the foundation’s vice president of
programs. As a result, RHIOs could acquire less expensive software and easily modify or enhance the system to
meet their needs, forum speakers said.

The Forrester study suggested that the software from Santa Barbara could be converted to an open-source product
for about $695,000. Even if less than 10 percent of RHIOs used it, Brown said, its existence in the marketplace
would influence other software vendors, holding prices down and tending to make products more open and
standards-compliant, he said.

Lori Hack, director of government relations and policy at California RHIO, endorsed open-source software for health
information exchanges.

“We have to find a sustainable model,” she said, “and what's out there today just isn’t working.”
With open-source software, users can see the source code and modify it to meet their needs. They are expected to
share enhancements with other users. As is the case with the open-source Linux operating system, for-profit

companies can make money on open-source software by providing custom implementations and support.

About 75 people attended the forum, and many expressed interest in joining an open-source community for clinical
systems. The foundation will hold a similar meeting in California this week.
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