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T
he OpenOffice codebase is the 

foundation for two products: 

StarOffice is a commercial prod-

uct by Sun [1], and OpenOffice is the 

free software package available from [2]. 

There are no differences between the ac-

tual office packages; instead, Sun pro-

vides a collection of colorful add-ons, 

such as fonts, templates, and clipart 

with StarOffice. OpenOffice has most of 

the core functionality users expect from 

an office suite. The OpenOffice suite 

comes with almost all Linux distribu-

tions and is a major reason for the recent 

rise of desktop Linux. When OpenOffice 

2.0 arrived after many months of prelim-

inaries, we took a look to see if the final 

version was truly worth the wait.

File Formats
The most significant change in Open-

Office 2.0 may be the new file formats 

based on OASIS OpenDocument [3]. 

These formats are standardized and doc-

umented in minute detail, and what’s 

more, software vendors are allowed to 

implement them without restriction.

The idea behind OpenDocument – a 

standardized set of file formats sup-

ported by all programs on the market – 

is to provide genuine support for the 

global exchange of data. The EU has al-

ready decided to adopt open document 

formats, and the US state of Massachu-

setts has made them mandatory for all 

public offices by 2007.

KOffice and AbiWord both support 

OpenDocument, and the older OpenOf-

fice 1.1.5 version can read it. Software 

vendor Softmaker will be joining suit 

later this year. IBM/ Lotus and WordPer-

fect have announced OpenDocument 

support for future versions. Microsoft, 

unfortunately, has announced that it will 

not be supporting OpenDocument. An 

interview with one of the OpenDocu-

ment architects, and a discussion of the 

differences between OpenDocument and 

Microsoft’s WordML format, is available 

at [4]. From a technical point of view, 

the new file format is very similar to the 

older OpenOffice format; it comprises a 

group of XML files stored in a com-

pressed archive.

Tailored
KDE users in particular will benefit from 

the delay in releasing OpenOffice. Al-
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though the original plan was to modify 
OpenOffice’s look and feed (in the file 
dialogs, for example) to match Windows 
and Gnome, KDE users will also benefit 
from the platform-oriented approach. 
This is a big advantage in comparison 
with the ancient looking file open and 
close dialogs in version 1.1 (Figure 1).

In all other respects, OpenOffice 2.0 
looks a lot more like Microsoft’s Office 
package than like its own predecessor. 
This is likely to annoy some keen follow-
ers, as changing versions means coping 
with a lot of changes. But the changes 
are not as bad as they seem once you 
take a closer look. In addition to the 
new, MS Office-style controls, most of 
the old tricks and operations still work.

Despite all the niggles, most died-in-
the-wool users will probably appreciate 
one of the changes: OpenOffice 2.0 now 
has a format paintbrush tool. Although 
the paintbrush is something that word 
processing experts typically hate, it is all 
the more popular with casual users. And 
the format templates are still available 
for those users who prefer to keep to 
their old habits.

Writer
With each new version, OpenOffice be-
comes more compatible with Microsoft 
Office, and version 2.0 is no exception 
(Figure 2). In fact, 2.0 has made a quan-
tum leap in MS Office compatibility. 

Documents that OpenOffice does not 
 import and export perfectly are the ex-
ception. The legacy problems with enu-
merated lists and tables have now disap-
peared. Enumerated lists can now be im-
ported successfully, and Writer even 
handles Word specialties such as lines 
that cover more than one page.

The developers have enhanced the 
PDF export feature. This function, which 
is only available to MS Office users in 
the form of commercial third-party soft-
ware, was capable of producing high 
quality PDF documents in previous ver-

sions. Version 2.0 now adds support for 
page thumbnails, PDF forms, hyperlinks 
to text passages in the table of contents, 
and links in the text. The compression 
level for graphics is also user-configu-
rable.

Of course, the improvements go be-
yond the import and export features. The 
Word count is no longer hidden in the 
file properties but follows the approach 
used by Word with a Tools | Word count 
entry. The function can now count the 
words within a selection, rather than 
just the words in a document. Tables can 
now contain subtables, and page breaks 
can occur within a line. The text in ta-
bles can be vertical, that is, reading from 
the top down. Bottom-up orientation, 
which is more typical of tables, is still 
not supported.

Not everyone will view the new Mail 
Merge Wizard as an improvement (Fig-
ure 3). The wizard does guide the user 
step by step through the mail merge pro-
cess, but on the other hand, the process 
takes more mouse clicks than the ver-
sion 1.1 wizard required. On a more pos-
itive note, OpenOffice 2.0 can now cre-
ate serial emails, just like its ancient an-
cestor StarOffice 5.1. (The serial email 
feature was lost in the previous version.) 
You need to install the JavaMail library 
to leverage this ability.

You probably need to be a lawyer to 
understand why spellchecker dictionar-
ies are not provided by default, but you 
can download a spellchecker dictionary 
from the OpenOffice servers via a macro 

Figur e 1: Version 2 provides better support for KDE. The screenshot shows OpenOffice using 

the KDE file dialog.

Figure 2: The latest version of OpenOffice Writer looks even more like Microsoft Word.
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