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Project  Summary   

Communications and information distribution are key components of a modern society, and their
control is the key to societal development. The advent of the Internet has been often invoked as a
remedy for their democratization and the diffusion of fundamental human rights. The light of truth
shows today a different picture: the digital  divide is widening the gap between those who can
access  and take advantage of  the  new systems,  and those  who remain  “disconnected”  (with
respect  to  physical  access  to  technology,  economic  advantages,  cultural  uses and  skills,  and
democratic  impacts).  A  problem  is  emerging  about  the  Internet’s  sustainability,  both  socio-
economic  (large  Internet  corporations  eluding  taxes  and  aggressively  commercializing  most
services) and political-democratic (the global Internet surveillance and the lack of transparency).
This, coupled with the complexity of the Internet’s organisation and the diffused lack of awareness
about its actual implementation makes the users easy targets of manipulation, and unaware of the
possibility to have a bottom-up, democratic, communal organisation of “the Internet”.

netCommons aspires to study,  support and further promote an emerging trend,  community-
based networking and communication services that can offer a complement, or even a sustainable
alternative, to the global Internet’s current dominant model. Community networks not only provide
citizens with access to a neutral, bottom-up network  infrastructure,  which naturally increases the
transparency of data flow, but they also represent an archetype of networked collective cooperation
and action, mixing common or communal ownership and management of an infrastructure with a
balanced set of services supported by the local stakeholders. Community networks, however, are
complex systems that require multiple skills to thrive: technical, legal, socio-economic, and political.
They face many challenges and they also need abstractions, models and practical tools to grow
and produce a higher beneficial impact on our society.

netCommons follows a dual approach to achieve the maximum possible impact. On  the one
hand,  the  project  works  at  the  local level,  mingling  with  the communities  that  implement  and
manage  community  networks  to  gather  relevant  information,  elaborate  it,  and  then  return  to
communities advanced conceptual and technical tools helping them to grow and thrive. On the
other hand,  starting from such hands-on experience and work,  netCommons  contributes to
Internet  Science  by  abstracting  concepts  and  opening  the  perspective  to  the  world  of  global
communications. It studies solutions and interpretations of how to build global awareness about the
importance of sustainability, participation, co-operation, on-line information, freedom, democracy,
peer production, the public and common good, and the role of community networks to help such
process. Consequently netCommons will foster the implementation of the proper actions (local
to communities and global to the regulatory level) that can guarantee that information creation and
diffusion remains free, neutral, fair, and respectful of individual rights. 
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Objectives

Community Networks (CNs) are bottom-up initiatives to realize communication networks with a
participatory  and  grassroots  organization  that  are  blooming  in  several  European  Countries.
Community Networks use peer-to-peer technologies to achieve an ambitious societal goal: the
realization of a fairer ICT ecosystem. 

netCommons will focus its research on CNs and then generalize its results to the paradigm of
CAPS and Internet Science, thus targeting two objectives.

The first objective of  netCommons is to produce high-impact interdisciplinary research
on, and together with, Community Networks, in order to resolve some of the problems that
CNs face, and foster their growth and their long-term sustainability. We identify three open issues
that  need  to  be  addressed  to  help  the  growth  of  CNs,  their  governance  models,  their
sustainability and their technical decentralization

The second objective of netCommons is to extend the experience and the results obtained in
the  context  of  CNs to  a  broader  research  area,  giving  a  strong  contribution  to  the
development of key themes for Internet Science and CAPS. Thus, we will investigate what
social, legal, political, and economic premises are needed to build a more sustainable ICT
world, and how grassroots initiatives such as Community Networks can play a role to influence
such process. 

Approach
It  is  not  possible  to  “observe”  the  phenomenon of  CNs without  participating,  and this  is  why
netCommons puts so much effort in the interaction with CNs.  To understand their value it is
necessary to work within the communities and study their dynamics; putting our research
expertise at work to cooperate with them can be the key to contribute to solve some of their
challenges. Once this process of fusion between research and practice is bootstrapped, it  can
generate a virtuous loop that will produce concrete positive effects for the CNs and a huge and
variegated input set for a wider analysis. The ambition of  netCommons is to merge the socio-
technological analysis on CNs with an analysis of the current state of ICT that uses the instrument
of Political Economy to outline the major criticalities and propose alternative visions

netCommons will achieve these goals with 5 different work-packages, working on the local and
on the global domain. 

WP1, WP2 and WP3 work in a local domain, address specific issues critical to the life of CNs and
thus need a constant feedback and contamination from the CNs themselves. For these reason we
plan  to  have  regular  meetings  with  CNs,  aligned  with  the  various  international  meetings  that
European  CNs  autonomously  organize,  and  with  the  national  meeting  several  CNs  organize
locally.   netCommons will  get  involved in  the support  and organization of  a number of  such
meetings, participate and thus maximise the information interchange with several communities.
During those events  netCommons  will  collect the needs, the requirements and the proposals
from people running CNs, and researchers will expose the approach of netCommons, and gather
feedback on them.  We will later work and elaborate solutions based on this input and will produce
both scientific results (publications, guidelines, white papers, etc.) and the foundations (application
schemes, recommendations, software, etc.) for the application of results to the CNs. We will then
deliver the results of our work to the CNs, involve them in their review and testing, help CNs in the
deployment.

At  a  global  level,  WP4 and  WP5 will  frame the problems researched within  CNs in  a  global
perspective and project the elaborated solutions on a wider scale. In particular, we will consider
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key factors that characterize the life of CNs and can be extended to a global domain, such as the
governance models that CNs experienced and their definitions of sustainability.

The input  from the local  domain will  be enriched by:  the analysis of  the regulatory domain;  a
focussed survey to understand how the political values and social instances that are at the base of
CNs can be used in a broader scope; and the Interdisciplinary research from related themes to
frame CNs in the area of Alternative Internets, but also in the context of the right to the city.

The output of this research will be directed to a broader audience: academic, regulatory bodies,
territorial administration, it  will produce scientific publications as well as procedures, guidelines,
check-lists, etc. for both policy makers, governing bodies, and people involved in CNs.

Partners and Work-Packages

netCommons is participated by 4 universities, one research center and one ONG (UniTn, UPC,
AUEB-RC,  UOW,  CNRS,  Nethood,  respectively  from  Italy,  Spain,  Greece,  UK,  France  and
Switzerland). The coordinator is UniTn via the ANS group led by Renato Lo Cigno.

The consortium puts together some of the most active and strong research groups and institutions
in the area of “networks” and collaborative platforms: technical, social, legal. Its human resources
form  a  pool  of  motivated  researchers  with  a  common  goal:  defining  a  new  interdisciplinary
approach able to understand and support the evolution of Cooperative Networking and Service
Creation toward the final goal of making the Internet not only a commercial platform, but also a
global platform supporting awareness and action on the global challenges faced by of knowledge
creation and diffusion, and  information generation and management.  

netCommons is organized in five principal work-packages: 

1. WP1, led by UPC, analyzes and clarifies the internal organizational model of different CNs.
Organizational models influence both the socio-economic and management aspects of the
network and the way relationships with external entities are implemented. The goal of this
WP is to create a portfolio of organizational models that CNs can adopt to improve their
internal governance, for a better and more democratic exploitation of their resources and to
have a stronger impact on external society.

2. WP2, led by AUEB-RC, investigates the sustainability of CNs, it will identify its political and
ethical values, the incentives to make CNs grow and the tools that CNs can use to monitor
that  the ethical  values are kept  intact  with the growth of  the network.  It  will clarify the
political values of CNs, and the related aspects of sustainability for CNs.

3. WP3, led by UniTn, is dedicated to open-source applications for CNs. This WP will build on
existing open source projects for P2P cloud and streaming applications and use them as
building  blocks  to  develop  applications  that  can  exploit  the  potential  of  CNs  for  local
communications in the fields of distributed cloud systems and P2P video streaming. We will
also develop a participatory methodology to improve the self-production of applications by
CN members,  with  special  attention  to  CAPS,  and  applications  for  crowd*  use  of  the
technical and social resources of CNs.

4. WP4, led by CNRS will analyse CNs in relation to their surrounding socio-legal environment
and produce general policy guidelines for  the internal management of  the CNs and for
policy makers to preserve CNs as a commons. It will raise awareness of the CNs managers
and users on the legal constraints of their activity and produce recommendations for the
policy-makers based on the CNs needs.

5. WP5, led by UOW provides a strong interdisciplinary contribution to some key themes of
Internet Science revolving around the topic of Alternative Internet/s. We will  discuss the
premises on which we can build an alternative, more sustainable model for the Internet,
starting from experiences of existing “Alternative Internets”, such as CNs.
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