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In our busy world, people seem to constantly 
be searching for ways to 

be more productive. The usual round of recommendations is heavily biased 
towards closed source and proprietary software. it doesn’t have to be that way. 
Here are my picks for open source desktop tools to help increase efficiency so 
you have time be more productive.

Introduction

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://www.opensource.com
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There are many, many desktop environments 
for Linux. From the easy to use and 

graphically stunning GNOME desktop [1] (default on most 
major Linux distributions) and KDE [2], to the minimalist 
Openbox [3], to the highly configurable tiling i3, there are a 
lot of options. What I look for in a good desktop environment 
is speed, unobtrusiveness, and a clean user experience. It 
is hard to be productive when a desktop works against you, 
not with or for you.

Budgie Desktop is the default desktop on the Solus [4] Linux 
distribution and is available as an add-on package for most 
of the major Linux distributions. It is based on GNOME and 
uses many of the same tools and libraries you likely already 
have on your computer.

The default desktop is exceptionally minimalistic, with 
just the panel and a blank desktop. Budgie includes an in-
tegrated sidebar (called Raven) that gives quick access to 
the calendar, audio controls, and settings menu. Raven also 
contains an integrated notification area with a unified display 
of system messages similar to MacOS’s.

Clicking on the gear icon in Raven brings up Budgie’s con-
trol panel with its configuration settings. Since Budgie is 

still in development, it is a little bare-bones compared to 
GNOME or KDE, and I hope it gets more options over 
time. The Top Panel option, which allows the user to con-
figure the ordering, positioning, and contents of the top 
panel, is nice.

The Budgie Welcome application (presented at first login) 
contains options to install additional software, panel applets, 
snaps, and Flatpack packages. There are applets to handle 
networking, screenshots, additional clocks and timers, and 
much, much more.

Budgie provides a desktop that is clean and stable. It re-
sponds quickly and has many options that allow you to cus-
tomize it as you see fit..

Links
[1]	 https://www.gnome.org/
[2]	� https://www.kde.org/
[3]	� http://openbox.org/wiki/Main_Page
[4]	� https://getsol.us/solus/experiences/

Budgie Desktop, a Linux environment
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One of the best ways for me to be 
more productive is 

to use a clean interface with as little distraction as possi-
ble. As a Linux user, this means using a minimal window 
manager like Openbox [1], i3 [2], or Awesome [3]. Each has 
customization options that make me more efficient. The 
one thing that slows me down is that none has a consistent 
configuration, so I have to tweak and re-tune my window 
manager constantly.

Tint2 [4] is a lightweight panel and taskbar that provides a 
consistent experience with any window manager. It is includ-
ed with most distributions, so it is as easy to install as any 
other package.

It includes two programs, Tint2 and Tint2conf. At first 
launch, Tint2 starts with its default layout and theme. The 
default configuration includes multiple web browsers, the 
tint2conf program, a taskbar, and a system tray.

Launching the configuration tool allows you to select from 
the included themes and customize the top, bottom, and 

sides of the screen. I recommend starting with the theme 
that is closest to what you want and customizing from 
there.

Within the themes, you can customize where panel items 
are placed as well as background and font options for every 
item on the panel. You can also add and remove items from 
the launcher.

Tint2 is a lightweight taskbar that helps you get to the 
tools you need quickly and efficiently. It is highly custom-
izable, unobtrusive (unless the user wants it not to be), 
and compatible with almost any window manager on a 
Linux desktop.

Links
[1]	� http://openbox.org/wiki/Main_Page
[2]	� https://i3wm.org/
[3]	� https://awesomewm.org/
[4]	� https://gitlab.com/o9000/tint2

Tint2, an open source taskbar for Linux
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Managing my finances can be really stressful. I 
don’t look at my bank balance every 

day and sometimes have trouble keeping track of where my 
money is going. I often spend more time managing my finances 
than I need to, digging into accounts and payment histories to 
figure out where my money went. Knowing my finances are OK 
helps keep me calm and allows me to focus on other things.

HomeBank [1] is a personal finance desktop application that 
helps decrease this type of stress by making it fairly easy to 
keep track of your finances. It has some nice reports to help 
you figure out where you’re spending your money, allows 
you to set up rules for importing transactions, and supports 
most modern formats.

HomeBank is available on most distributions by default, 
so installation is very easy. When you start it up for the first 
time, it will walk you through setup and allow you to create 
an account. From there, you can either import one of the 
supported file formats or start entering transactions. The 
transaction register itself is just that—a list of transactions. 
Unlike some other apps [2], you don’t have to learn dou-
ble-entry bookkeeping [3] to use HomeBank.

Importing files from your bank is handled with another 
step-by-step wizard, with options to create a new account 
or populate an existing one. Importing into a new account 
saves a little time since you don’t have to pre-create all 
the accounts before starting the import. You can also im-
port multiple files into an account at once, so you don’t 
need to repeat the same steps for every file in every ac-
count.

The one pain point I’ve had with importing and managing 
accounts is category assignment. Categories are what al-
low you to break down your spending and see what you are 
spending money on, in general terms. HomeBank, unlike 
commercial services (and some commercial programs), 
requires you to manually set up all the assignments. But 
this is generally a one-time thing, and then the categories 
can be auto-applied as transactions are added/imported. 
There is also a button to analyze the account and auto-ap-
ply things that already exist, which speeds up categorizing 
a large import (like I did the first time). HomeBank comes 
with a large number of categories you can start with, and 
you can add your own as well.

HomeBank also has budgeting features, allowing you to 
plan for the months ahead.

HomeBank, an open source  
personal finance app

HomeBank . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                          
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of other reports you can look at. If you use the budget 
feature, there is a report that tracks your spending against 
your budget. You can also view those reports as pie and 
bar charts. There is also a trend report and a balance re-
port, so you can look back and see changes or patterns 
over time.

Overall, HomeBank is a very friendly, useful application to 
help you keep your finances in order. It is simple to use and 
really helpful if keeping track of your money is a major stress 
point in your life.

Links
[1]	� http://homebank.free.fr/en/index.php
[2]	� https://www.gnucash.org/
[3]	� https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Double-entry_bookkeeping_

system

The big win, for me, is HomeBank’s reports feature. Not 
only is there a chart on the main screen showing where 
you are spending your money, but there are a whole host 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  HomeBank
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I was 11 years old when Tron [1] was in movie 
theaters. I cannot deny that, despite the 

fantastical nature of the film, it had an impact on my career 
choice later in life.

eDEX-UI [2] is a cross-platform terminal program designed 
for tablets and desktops that was inspired by the user inter-
face in Tron. It has five terminals in a tabbed interface, so it 
is easy to switch between tasks, as well as useful displays of 
system information.

At launch, eDEX-UI goes through a boot sequence with 
information about the ElectronJS system it is based on. After 
the boot, eDEX-UI shows system information, a file browser, 
a keyboard (for tablets), and the main terminal tab. The other 
four tabs (labeled EMPTY) don’t have anything loaded and 
will start a shell when you click on one. The default shell in 
eDEX-UI is Bash (if you are on Windows, you will likely have 
to change it to either PowerShell or cmd.exe).

Changing directories in the file browser will change directo-
ries in the active terminal and vice-versa. The file browser 

does everything you’d expect, including opening associated 
applications when you click on a file. The one exception is 
eDEX-UI’s settings.json file (in .config/eDEX-UI by default), 
which opens the configuration editor instead. This allows 
you to set the shell command for the terminals, change the 
theme, and modify several other settings for the user inter-
face. Themes are also stored in the configuration directo-
ry and, since they are also JSON files, creating a custom 
theme is pretty straightforward.

eDEX-UI allows you to run five terminals with full emula-
tion. The default terminal type is xterm-color, meaning it has 
full-color support. One thing to be aware of is that the keys 
light up on the keyboard while you type, so if you’re using 
eDEX-UI on a tablet, the keyboard could present a security 
risk in environments where people can see the screen. It is 
better to use a theme without the keyboard on those devices, 
although it does look pretty cool when you are typing.

While eDEX-UI supports only five terminal windows, that has 
been more than enough for me. On a tablet, eDEX-UI gives 
me that cyberspace feel without impacting my productivity. 
On a desktop, eDEX-UI allows all of that and lets me look 
cool in front of my co-workers.

Links
[1]	 �https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tron
[2]	� https://github.com/GitSquared/edex-ui

eDEX-UI, a Tron-influenced terminal 
program for tablets and desktops

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://www.opensource.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tron
https://github.com/GitSquared/edex-ui
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tron
https://github.com/GitSquared/edex-ui


7 open source desktop tools ...   CC BY-SA 4.0 ...   Opensource.com	 11

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  gPodder

I like podcasts. Heck, I like them so 
much I record three 

of them (you can find links to them in my profile [1]). 
I learn a lot from podcasts and play them in the back-
ground when I’m working. But keeping them in sync be-
tween multiple desktops and mobile devices can be a bit 
of a challenge.

gPodder [2] is a simple, cross-platform podcast download-
er, player, and sync tool. It supports RSS feeds, FeedBurn-
er [3], YouTube [4], and SoundCloud [5], and it also has an 
open source sync service that you can run if you want. gPod-
der doesn’t do podcast playback; instead, it uses your audio 
or video player of choice.

Installing gPodder is very straightforward. Installers are 
available for Windows and MacOS, and packages are 
available for major Linux distributions. If it isn’t avail-
able in your distribution, you can run it directly from a Git 
checkout. With the “Add Podcasts via URL” menu option, 
you can enter a podcast’s RSS feed URL or one of the 
“special” URLs for the other services. gPodder will fetch 
a list of episodes and present a dialog where you can 
select which episodes to download or mark old episodes 
on the list.

One of its nicer features is that if a URL is already in your 
clipboard, gPodder will automatically place it in its URL field, 
which makes it really easy to add a new podcast to your list. 
If you already have an OPML file of podcast feeds, you can 
upload and import it. There is also a discovery option that al-
lows you to search for podcasts on gPodder.net [6], the free 
and open source podcast listing site by the people who write 
and maintain gPodder.

gPodder, an open source  
podcast client

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://www.opensource.com
https://opensource.com/users/ksonney
https://gpodder.github.io/
https://feedburner.google.com/
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http://gpodder.net/
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Clicking on a podcast episode will bring up the text post as-
sociated with it, and clicking “Play” will launch your device’s 
default audio or video player. If you want to use something 
other than the default, you can change this in gPodder’s con-
figuration settings.

gPodder makes it simple to find, download, and listen to 
podcasts, synchronize them across devices, and access a 
lot of other features in an easy-to-use interface.

Links
[1]	 �https://opensource.com/users/ksonney
[2]	� https://gpodder.github.io/
[3]	� https://feedburner.google.com/
[4]	� https://youtube.com/
[5]	 �https://soundcloud.com/
[6]	 �http://gpodder.net/
[7]	 �https://github.com/gpodder/mygpo
[8]	 �http://gpodder.net/

A mygpo [7] server synchronizes podcasts between devices. 
By default, gPodder uses gPodder.net’s [8] servers, but you 
can change this in the configuration files if want to run your 
own (be aware that you’ll have to modify the configuration 
file directly). Syncing allows you to keep your lists consistent 
between desktops and mobile devices. This is very useful 
if you listen to podcasts on multiple devices (for example, 
I listen on my work computer, home computer, and mobile 
phone), as it means no matter where you are, you have the 
most recent lists of podcasts and episodes without having to 
set things up again and again.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://www.opensource.com
https://opensource.com/users/ksonney
https://gpodder.github.io/
https://feedburner.google.com/
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https://github.com/gpodder/mygpo
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Once upon a time, I was doing some consult-
ing at a firm that used Bloomberg 

Terminals [1]. My reaction was, “Wow, that’s WAY too much 
information on one screen.” These days, however, it seems 
like I can’t get enough information on a screen when I’m 
working and have multiple web pages, dashboards, and 
console apps open to try to keep track of things.

While tmux [2] and Screen [3] can do split screens and 
multiple windows, they are a pain to set up, and the key-
bindings can take a while to learn (and often conflict with 
other applications).

WTF [4] is a simple, easily configured information dash-
board for the terminal. It is written in Go [5], uses a YAML 
configuration file, and can pull data from several different 
sources. All the data sources are contained in modules [6] 
and include things like weather, issue trackers, date and 
time, Google Sheets, and a whole lot more. Some panes 
are interactive, and some just update with the most recent 
information available.

Setup is as easy as downloading the latest release for 
your operating system and running the command. Since it 
is written in Go, it is very portable and should run anywhere 
you can compile it (although the developer only builds for 
Linux and MacOS at this time).

When you run WTF for the first time, you’ll get the default 
screen, identical to the image above.

You also get the default configuration file in ~/.wtf/config.yml, 
and you can edit the file to suit your needs. The grid layout 
is configured in the top part of the file.

grid:

  columns: [45, 45]

  rows: [7, 7, 7, 4]

The numbers in the grid settings represent the character di-
mensions of each block. The default configuration is two col-
umns of 40 characters, two rows 13 characters tall, and one 
row 4 characters tall. In the code above, I made the columns 
wider (45, 45), the rows smaller, and added a fourth row so I 
can have more widgets.

I like to see the day’s weather [7] on my dashboard. There 
are two weather modules to chose from: Weather, which 
shows just the text information, and Pretty Weather [8], 
which is colorful and uses text-based graphics in the 
display.

prettyweather:

  enabled: true

  position:

    top: 0

    left: 1

    height: 2

    width: 1

This code creates a pane two blocks tall (height: 2) and 
one block wide (height: 1), positioned on the second col-
umn (left: 1) on the top row (top: 0) containing the Pretty 
Weather module.

Some modules, like Jira, GitHub, and Todo, are interac-
tive, and you can scroll, update, and save information in 
them. You can move between the interactive panes using 
the Tab key. The \ key brings up a help screen for the active 

WTF, a dashboard for the terminal
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There are also modules to execute commands and present 
the output, watch a text file, and monitor build and integration 
server output. All the documentation is very well done.

WTF is a valuable tool for anyone who needs to see a lot 
of data on one screen from different sources.

Links
[1]	� https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bloomberg_Terminal
[2]	� https://github.com/tmux/tmux
[3]	� https://www.gnu.org/software/screen/
[4]	 �https://wtfutil.com/
[5]	� https://golang.org/
[6]	 �https://wtfutil.com/modules/
[7]	 https://wtfutil.com/modules/weather_services/weather/
[8]	� https://wtfutil.com/modules/weather_services/

prettyweather/

pane so you can see what you can do and how. The Todo 
module lets you add, edit, and delete to-do items, as well 
as check them off as you complete them.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://www.opensource.com
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https://wtfutil.com/modules/
https://wtfutil.com/modules/weather_services/weather/
https://wtfutil.com/modules/weather_services/prettyweather/
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By the time the workday has ended, often the 
only thing I want to think about 

is hitting the couch and playing the video game of the week. 
But even though my professional obligations stop at the end 
of the workday, I still have to manage my household. Laun-
dry, pet care, making sure my teenager has what he needs, 
and most important: deciding what to make for dinner.

Like many people, I often suffer from decision fatigue [1], 
and I make less-than-healthy choices for dinner based on 
speed, ease of preparation, and (quite frankly) whatever 
causes me the least stress.

Roland [2] makes planning my meals much easier. Ro-
land is a Perl application designed for tabletop role-play-
ing games. It picks randomly from a list of items, such as 
monsters and hirelings. In essence, Roland does the same 
thing at the command line that a game master does when 
rolling physical dice to look up things in a table from the 
Game Master’s Big Book of Bad Things to Do to Players.

With minor modifications, Roland can do so much more. 
For example, just by adding a table, I can enable Roland to 
help me choose what to cook for dinner.

The first step is installing Roland and all its dependencies.

git clone git@github.com:rjbs/Roland.git

cpan install Getopt::Long::Descriptive Moose \

   namespace::autoclean List:AllUtils Games::Dice \

   Sort::ByExample Data::Bucketeer Text::Autoformat \

   YAML::XS

cd oland

Next, I create a YAML document named dinner and enter all 
our meal options.

type: list

pick: 1

items:

- "frozen pizza"

 - "chipotle black beans"

 - "huevos rancheros"

 - "nachos"

 - "pork roast"

 - "15 bean soup"

 - "roast chicken"

 - "pot roast"

 - "grilled cheese sandwiches"

Running the command bin/roland dinner will read the file 
and pick one of the options.

I like to plan for the week ahead so I can shop for all my 
ingredients in advance. The pick command determines how 
many items from the list to chose, and right now, the pick 
option is set to 1. If I want to plan a full week’s dinner menu, 
I can just change pick: 1 to pick: 7 and it will give me a 
week’s worth of dinners. You can also use the -m command 
line option to manually enter the choices.

You can also do fun things with Roland, like adding a file 
named 8ball with some classic phrases.

You can create all kinds of files to help with common deci-
sions that seem so stressful after a long day of work. And 
even if you don’t use it for that, you can still use it to decide 
which devious trap to set up for tonight’s game.

Links
[1]	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
[2]	� https://github.com/rjbs/Roland
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