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The Holy Trinity of “Intellectual Property”

Copyright
generally deals with the right to make copies

Trademarks
define under what circumstances you can use a recognisable brand or logo

Patents
allow an inventor to exclude others from making, using or selling an invention
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What is a licence?

A permission you give someone to do something they would otherwise not have
the right to do.
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Software licensing: our starting point

Mostly copyright licences
Very uniform legal landscape worldwide
Modern licences also deal with patents

Three licensing regimes

Permissive (BSD, MIT, Apache v2)
Weakly reciprocal (MPL v2, LGPL v3)
Strongly reciprocal (GPL v3, AGPL v3)
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Issues with reciprocal software licences when applied to HDL

Language
Uncertain meaning of terms in an HDL context

There is no equivalent to “linking”

Hard/impossible to interpret section 4d of LGPL v3

Reciprocity
What should a reciprocal licence do for a hardware design? What is the scope of
reciprocity?

The HDL design ecosystem
Dominated by proprietary tools, parts of which sometimes go into the design itself
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The CERN Open Hardware Licence v2

Based on rights mainly applying to the design sources (e.g. circuit
schematics, CAD drawings or HDL files)

Specifies conditions for:
Copying designs
Modifying designs
Distributing modified or unmodified designs
Making hardware out of those designs
Distributing that hardware

Drafted by Myriam Ayass, Andrew Katz and Javier Serrano
Comes in three variants:

CERN-OHL-P-2.0 (permissive)
CERN-OHL-W-2.0 (weakly reciprocal)
CERN-OHL-S-2.0 (strongly reciprocal)
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CERN OHL v2 for HDL/FPGA/ASIC designs

Courtesy Tomasz Włostowski
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Challenges in hardware licensing
How CERN OHL v2 deals with them

Language
Uses terms which are easy to relate to in an HDL context

Linking

No equivalent of section 4d of LGPL v3 in CERN-OHL-W-2.0

Reciprocity
Have URL travel with object and use concepts of Product and Available
Component to establish limits of reciprocal obligations

The hardware design ecosystem

Components which are shipped with design tools qualify as Available Components
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I want to share under a permissive regime
Which licence should I use for my HDL designs?

Apache v2
Very widely used, especially in RISC-V ecosystem. Well known by lawyers and
developers → less friction for adoption.

Solderpad v2.1
Builds on Apache v2, keeping the same known and trusted structure and replacing
bits to make it better adapted to licensing hardware designs, including HDL.

CERN-OHL-P-2.0
Similar to Apache v2 and Solderpad v2.1, with stronger patent language: if a
licensee sues for patent infringement, they lose all rights granted by the licence,
not only the patent licence.
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Licensing your software and documentation

Use appropriate licences for software (see earlier slide and your favourite
guidelines website or OSPO) and documentation. CC-BY and CC-BY-SA are good
licences for documentation.
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Open-sourcing HDL at CERN: whom should I involve?

In this order:
Design team and community
Line management
Knowledge Transfer

https://kt.cern
kt@cern.ch

Open Source Program Office (OSPO)
https://ospo.docs.cern.ch
open.source@cern.ch

Back to line management for a final decision on open-sourcing
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References

CERN Open Hardware Licence: https://cern-ohl.web.cern.ch/
CERN OHL Forum: https://forums.ohwr.org/c/cernohl
CERN OSPO technical website: https://ospo.docs.cern.ch
OSPO forum: https://ospo.web.cern.ch
OSPO email address: open.source@cern.ch
Get in touch if you want to discuss further!
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Are the reciprocal variants of CERN OHL v2 compatible with GPL?

No. This was a tough decision, but making the W and S variants compatible with
GPL would have offered licensees an easy way to escape certain obligations, such
as the need to keep a visible URL on an object at which to find the design files
from which the object was created.
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CERN OHL v2 for PCB designs

Courtesy Tomasz Włostowski
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