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A Chinese Al model just quietly dethroned Meta’s Llama as the world's most downloaded
open-source system—and December’s numbers weren’t even close.

The Numbers That Rewrote the Open-Source Al Map

Alibaba’'s Qwen family crossed 700 million cumulative downloads on Hugging Face as of
January 13, 2026, according to an official announcement from Alibaba. The milestone marks

a decisive shift: Qwen overtook Meta's Llama in total downloads by October 2025 and
hasn't looked back.

www.arturmarkus.com | 1


https://english.news.cn/20260113/004b0522f987475cbf83ffc3a8d009aa/c.html

Alibaba’s Qwen Hits 700 Million Downloads on Hugging
Face—Overtakes Meta’s Llama as World's Most Popular Open-
Source Al Model

December 2025 tells the real story. In a single month, Qwen’s downloads exceeded the
combined total of the next eight competitors: Meta, DeepSeek, OpenAl, Mistral, Nvidia,

Zhipu.Al, Moonshot, and MiniMax. This isn't a close race with statistical margin-of-error
debates. It's a rout.

Since mid-2025, Qwen's global download growth rate has ranked first among the top five
open-source model vendors. The trajectory suggests this isn’'t a temporary spike driven by
a single viral release. It's sustained, compounding adoption.

How Alibaba Built the World’'s Most Prolific Open LLM
Family

Alibaba was the first major Chinese tech company to publicly release a homegrown large
language model in 2023. That head start mattered less than what came next: a relentless
release cadence that prioritized breadth, accessibility, and derivative-friendliness.

The numbers from China Daily’s coverage are staggering. Since 2023, Alibaba has open-
sourced nearly 400 models in the Qwen lineup. For context, Meta’s Llama

family—previously the gold standard—consists of perhaps two dozen models across all
versions and sizes.

Qwen supports 119 languages and dialects. This isn't marketing fluff; it's a strategic play for
the long tail of global Al adoption. Most open-source models optimize for English first,
maybe add Chinese and a handful of European languages, and call it multilingual. Qwen
went deep into Southeast Asian languages, Arabic dialects, African languages, and regional
variants that larger Western companies typically ignore.

The most downloaded model isn’t always the most capable—it’s the one that
solves the most people’s problems.

The derivative model count tells the adoption story more clearly than raw downloads. Over
180,000 derivative versions have been created from Qwen models, making it the world’s
most prolific open LLM family. Each derivative represents someone who downloaded Qwen,
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fine-tuned it for their use case, and published the result. That's 180,000 experiments,
products, and applications built on Alibaba’s foundation.

Why This Shift Matters Beyond Download Counts

Downloads are vanity metrics until they translate into ecosystem lock-in. Qwen is
achieving that lock-in through three mechanisms that should concern every Western Al
company—and interest every practical engineering team.

The Fine-Tuning Feedback Loop

When 180,000 derivative models exist, every new researcher or engineer evaluating open-
source options faces a simple calculation: where can | find a pre-fine-tuned model closest
to my use case? The answer increasingly points to Qwen’s ecosystem.

This creates a virtuous cycle. More derivatives mean more starting points for new projects.
More starting points mean faster time-to-production. Faster production means more
people choose Qwen as their base model. More base model users create more derivatives.

Meta's Llama has excellent derivatives too—but Qwen’s sheer volume creates better odds
that someone already fine-tuned a model for your specific domain, language pair, or task

type.
The Multilingual Moat

English-first Al models face an uncomfortable truth: most of the world doesn’t primarily
work in English. The 119 languages Qwen supports represent a calculated bet that the next
billion Al users won't emerge from Silicon Valley.

For companies building products in Indonesia, Nigeria, the Middle East, or Latin America,
Qwen often provides better out-of-box performance in local languages than models
optimized for English with multilingual support bolted on afterward. Open Source For U's

analysis notes this multilingual depth as a key factor in Qwen'’s adoption surge in emerging
markets.
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The Licensing Advantage

Qwen'’s licensing terms have been consistently more permissive than Meta'’s for
commercial use cases. While Llama’s licenses have become more restrictive over
successive versions—particularly around model distillation and competitive use—Qwen has
maintained terms that make lawyers comfortable.

This matters enormously for startups and enterprises building products on open-source
foundations. Legal review of model licenses can add weeks to project timelines. When one
option is clearly more permissive, it wins by default in time-constrained environments.

Technical Deep Dive: What Makes Qwen Different

The Qwen family isn't just winning on availability—it’'s winning on architecture decisions
that prioritize practical deployment over benchmark optimization.

Model Size Distribution

Alibaba’s nearly 400 models span an unusually wide range of parameter counts. While
competitors focus on flagship models in the 7B, 13B, and 70B ranges, Qwen offers serious
options at 0.5B, 1.5B, 3B, and 4B parameters. These smaller models aren’t afterthoughts;
they're designed for edge deployment, mobile applications, and cost-constrained
inference environments.

A 3B-parameter model that runs acceptably on consumer hardware attracts different
users than a 70B model requiring enterprise GPU clusters. Qwen has optimized for both
audiences simultaneously.

Multimodal by Design

The Qwen lineup includes vision-language models, audio models, and code-specialized
variants under the same family umbrella. This integration matters because fine-tuning
approaches, tokenization schemes, and architectural patterns remain consistent across
modalities.
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Engineers who master Qwen’s text models can transfer that knowledge to Qwen'’s vision
models without learning an entirely new stack. Competitors often treat multimodal as
separate product lines with separate architectures, creating steeper learning curves.

Context Window Evolution

Qwen has consistently shipped longer context windows earlier than competitors. While this
creates inference cost challenges, it opens use cases that shorter-context models simply
cannot address: processing entire codebases, analyzing complete documents, maintaining
coherent long-form generation.

The context window race isn't purely technical—it's about which use cases become
possible. Qwen’s willingness to push context limits attracts users whose problems require
those capabilities.

What Most Coverage Gets Wrong

The narrative emerging from this news focuses on US-China tech competition and
geopolitical implications. That framing misses what actually drove Qwen’s adoption:
superior open-source strategy, not superior model capability.

It’'s Not About Model Quality

On most benchmarks, Llama 3.1 405B and Qwen's largest models trade punches. Neither
dominates across all evaluations. The quality gap between top open-source models has
compressed dramatically; marginal benchmark improvements no longer drive adoption.

Qwen won on ecosystem, not on MMLU scores.

The 400-model catalog matters more than any single model's performance. The 180,000
derivatives matter more than the base model’'s architecture. The 119-language support
matters more than English-language benchmark rankings.

It's Not About Chinese Government Support

Alibaba operates under Chinese regulatory frameworks, but Qwen’s open-source success
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came from execution, not subsidy. The same release velocity, licensing clarity, and
ecosystem focus could have emerged from any company willing to prioritize open-source
adoption over short-term monetization.

Meta chose to restrict Llama'’s licensing terms. Alibaba chose permissiveness. Meta
released models in discrete major versions. Alibaba released continuously in smaller
increments. These were strategy decisions, not government mandates.

What's Actually Underhyped

The derivative model ecosystem deserves more attention than it receives. When a
Vietnamese startup needs a Vietnamese-English translation model, they can start from a
Qwen derivative already fine-tuned for Southeast Asian languages rather than starting from
an English-optimized base model.

This starting-point advantage compounds over time. The more derivatives exist, the closer
any new project begins to its goal, the faster it reaches production, the more attractive the
ecosystem becomes.

In open-source Al, the winner isn't who builds the best model—it's who builds
the best starting point for everyone else’s models.

Practical Implications for Engineering Teams

If you're building Al-powered products, this shift demands strategic reconsideration.

Evaluate Your Base Model Assumptions

Many teams defaulted to Llama variants because Meta's brand recognition made it a safe
choice for technical leadership to defend. That default assumption needs revisiting.

Run your existing evaluation suite against Qwen equivalents. Test Qwen-2.5 series models
at the parameter count closest to your current deployment. Compare not just accuracy
but inference speed, memory footprint, and fine-tuning stability.
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Inventory Available Derivatives

Before fine-tuning from scratch, search Hugging Face for Qwen derivatives relevant to your
domain. The 180,000+ derivative count means there’s a reasonable probability someone
already fine-tuned for your use case or something adjacent to it.

Starting from a domain-adapted derivative rather than the base model can save weeks of
training time and thousands in compute costs.

Reconsider Your Multilingual Strategy

If your product serves non-English markets—or might in the future—Qwen'’s language
coverage changes your options. A single model family supporting 119 languages simplifies
architecture compared to stitching together separate models for each language market.

Test Qwen's out-of-box performance in your target languages. For many language pairs,
you'll find acceptable zero-shot or few-shot performance that eliminates the need for
language-specific fine-tuning.

Watch the Licensing Details

Before committing engineering resources to any base model, have legal review the license
terms for your specific use case. Pay particular attention to:

e Commercial use restrictions
* Model distillation rights

e Competitive use clauses
 Attribution requirements

¢ Indemnification provisions

Qwen'’s terms have been more permissive, but terms change. Build license review into your
model selection process.

Code to Try This Week

For teams ready to experiment, start with Qwen-2.5-7B-Instruct as a direct comparison to
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Llama-3.1-8B-Instruct. The parameter counts are close enough for fair comparison, and
both models target similar use cases.

Install the latest transformers library, pull both models from Hugging Face, and run your
standard evaluation prompts through each. Note differences in response style, instruction
following, and factual accuracy on your domain-specific queries.

If your use case involves non-English languages, the comparison becomes more interesting.
Test the same prompts in your target language and observe quality divergence.

What Happens in the Next Twelve Months

This shift creates predictable second-order effects that will reshape open-source Al
through 2026 and into 2027.

Meta Will Respond—But How?

Meta cannot ignore losing open-source Al leadership. Expect Llama 4 to ship with more
permissive licensing, broader model size options, and expanded multilingual support. The
question is whether Meta can match Alibaba’s release cadence; their organizational
structure optimizes for quality over velocity, which became a liability in this race.

Meta might also pursue exclusive partnerships with cloud providers to make Llama the
default option in enterprise environments. AWS, Azure, and GCP integration could offset
Hugging Face adoption metrics—but it won't reverse the derivative ecosystem momentum
Qwen has built.

Derivative Ecosystems Will Consolidate

With 180,000+ Qwen derivatives already published, curation becomes valuable. Expect
Hugging Face or third parties to build derivative discovery tools that match projects to
relevant starting points based on task type, language, domain, and evaluation metrics.

The team or company that builds the best derivative search and recommendation system
captures significant value. It's the “npm for fine-tuned models” opportunity that open-
source Al hasn’t fully addressed.
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Enterprise Adoption Will Lag Consumer Metrics

Download counts don't directly translate to enterprise deployment decisions. Many CTOs
at Fortune 500 companies will hesitate to deploy Chinese-origin Al models regardless of
technical merit. Regulatory concerns, supply chain security policies, and board-level
geopolitical anxiety create friction that download metrics don’t capture.

This hesitation creates opportunity for savvy companies. If your competitors avoid Qwen
derivatives for non-technical reasons while you deploy the best available tool, you gain
capability advantages they forfeited voluntarily.

Language-Specific Model Markets Will Fragment

Qwen’s 119-language strategy invites regional Al companies to build on its foundation.
Expect to see Indonesian-optimized Qwen derivatives from Indonesian companies, Arabic-
optimized derivatives from Middle Eastern companies, and so on.

This fragmentation will make “global Al deployment” more complex as optimal model
choices become region-dependent. Architecture decisions about model serving
infrastructure will need to accommodate multiple base model families simultaneously.

The Western Open-Source Coalition Will Strengthen

Mistral, Stability Al, and other Western open-source Al companies will likely deepen
collaboration in response to Qwen’s dominance. Shared evaluation frameworks, compatible
fine-tuning approaches, and interoperable tooling could emerge from this pressure.

Watch for announcements about model compatibility standards or shared training
infrastructure partnerships. The competitive response to Qwen may accelerate open-
source Al coordination that would otherwise have taken years to develop.

The Bigger Picture: What This Means for Al's Future

Qwen's rise inverts assumptions about how Al leadership works.

The conventional wisdom held that Al leadership required three things: compute scale, data
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access, and research talent. These were supposedly concentrated in a few Western
companies and two Chinese giants (Alibaba and ByteDance).

Qwen’s success suggests a fourth factor matters more in the open-source race:
ecosystem strategy. Alibaba didn't out-compute Meta or out-research them. Alibaba out-
distributed them. They released more models, supported more languages, enabled more
derivatives, and removed more friction from adoption.

This insight generalizes beyond Al. In any technology domain where capability becomes
commoditized, distribution strategy trumps capability differences. The best product
doesn’t win; the most accessible product wins.

Alibaba didn't build a better model—they built a better ecosystem. In open-
source, that distinction is everything.

For engineering leaders, the lesson is uncomfortable: technical excellence is necessary but
insufficient. You can build the most capable system and still lose to a competitor who
makes adoption easier, supports more edge cases, and creates more starting points for
other builders.

The 700 million downloads aren't a technical achievement. They're a distribution
achievement. And distribution, in the age of commoditized Al, is the only sustainable
advantage.

What To Do Now

The practical path forward for engineering teams involves three immediate actions.

First, audit your current model dependencies. If you're running Llama variants, understand
what switching costs would look like. Even if you don't switch, knowing your options
prevents vendor lock-in from becoming decision paralysis.

Second, experiment with Qwen derivatives in non-production environments. Find the
derivative models closest to your use case and evaluate them against your current stack.
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The time investment is small; the learning value is high.

Third, build model-agnostic inference infrastructure. The base model wars will continue.
Your architecture should accommodate swapping foundation models without rewriting
your entire stack. Abstraction at the model layer insulates you from ecosystem volatility.

The open-source Al landscape shifted in January 2026. The shift wasn’t subtle. Pretending
Llama remains the default choice ignores the reality of where the ecosystem is actually
moving.

When 180,000 developers have already fine-tuned Qwen for their use cases, the
burden of proof shifts: you need a reason not to start there.

WRITTEN BY
Artur Markus

Software engineer in Basel building Al infrastructure and agentic systems, with a
background in pharmaceutical automation, GxP compliance, and validation. | help teams
turn Al from a chatbot into a reliable operational layer.

Book a meeting [
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