
Reclaiming Digital 
Infrastructure for 
the Commons 
Community Participation and Data Governance



This is a work of independent research, in collaboration with the Common Ground Initiative in 2026. 

It was produced by Aapti Institute, a public research institute that works on the intersection of technology and 

society. Aapti examines the ways in which people interact and negotiate with technology both offline and online.

Authors: Vaishnavi Patil, Pallab Deb and Ranjitha Kumar

Report design: Meher Rajpal  |  Cover illustration: Athulya Pillai  |  Copy editor: Barnali Goswami

Approach design and review: Irina Snissar and Deborah Thomas

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

In addition to contributions from the wider Aapti team, in particular Aishani Rai and Astha Kapoor, this report also 

draws upon the expertise of numerous established practitioners, academics, and industry experts. Their inclusion 

here does not imply endorsement of, agreement with or commitment to any views, recommendations or outcomes 

reflected in this report, either personally or on behalf of their organisations.

ORGANISATION NAME

Anirban Sinha

Badlao Foundation

Arvind

Rajesh Yadav

Subham Mukherjee

Dakshin Foundation Research Team (Community and Resource Governance Programme)

Development Intelligence Unit (DIU) Arshee Rizvi

DHIS2 Pamod Amarakoon

Digital Green Dr. Namita Singh

FOSS United Sai Rahul Poruri

Google Anuj Garg

Harsha Trust 
Rashmi Adlekha

Rajesh Barik

Kalamandir

Anand Khujur 

Ashish Horo

Biswaroop Chatterjee

Sajal Sharma

ResGov 

Avani Kapur

Pritika Malhotra

Sidharth Santhosh

Seba Jagat

SEWAK, Sundargarh

Watershed Support Services and 

Activities Network (WASSAN)

Diksha Alok

Mansingh Durga Prasad Nayak

Ravi Vishwakarma

Thoughtworks Vinod Sankaranarayanan



Table of Contents

Executive Summary	 5

Section 1: Introduction	 7

Section 2: Common Ground and Aapti Institute	 10

2.1 Common Ground as a Public Interest Digital System	 11

2.2 Aapti Institute’s role in Common Ground’s Digital Public Goods and

Knowledge Commons workstream� 12

2.3 The Research Questions 	 13

Section 3: Methodology and Methods	 14

3.1 PAR Framework	 15

3.2 Key Methods� 16

Section 5: Infrastructural Sovereignty	 44

5.1 How Public Interest Digital Systems Can Uphold Principles of 

Infrastructural Sovereignty� 45

5.2 Recommendations by Experts� 49

Section 4: Mapping Public Interest Digital Systems	 18

4.1 The DPI Approach� 19

4.3 Data Cooperatives and Data Collectives� 35

4.4 Learnings from the Approaches and Cases� 42

4.2 Free and Open-Source Software� 24

5.3 Critical Questions for Governance Design	 57

5.4 Conclusion� 60



References	 61

Annex 1: Insights from Landscape Partners	 68

Annex 3: A Comparative Matrix of All Mapped Initiatives	 87

Annex 2: Insights from Experts	 74



Executive 

Summary

TABLE OF CONTENTS ANNEXURES



6TABLE OF CONTENTS ANNEXURES

Executive Summary

Digital systems increasingly shape how land, 

livelihoods, welfare schemes, and natural 

resources are governed. Many of these systems 

are designed top-down, prioritising scale, 

interoperability, and administrative needs over 

community realities. This has led to fragmented 

data practices, limited local control over data, 

and weak feedback loops between communities, 

institutions, and technology builders. As digital 

infrastructures expand, the absence of 

community-centred data governance risks the 

deepening of exclusions and the undermining 

of trust in public interest technologies.

Problem Statement

This report aims to examine how community-

oriented digital infrastructures can be governed 

in ways that focus on participation, equity, and 

local relevance. Situated within the Common 

Ground Initiative, it brings together insights from 

participatory research, stakeholder interviews, 

and secondary literature to explore alternatives 

to dominant digital infrastructure models. The 

report focuses on identifying considerations and 

providing recommendations that can support 

decentralised data stewardship, collaborative 

engagement with vendors, and adaptable 

systems across contexts.

Objective of This Report

The report is based on qualitative research 

conducted primarily through online interviews. 

This limits sustained on-ground engagement 

and ethnographic depth. While it draws on 

perspectives from civil society organisations

 and experts, it does not claim to represent all 

community experiences or institutional contexts. 

The analysis focuses on governance and design 

frameworks rather than technical evaluation of 

specific tools, and should be read as 
exploratory and directional.

Limitations of This Report

The findings of this report will inform the 
next phase of work under the Common 

Ground Initiative for Aapti Institute. The 

insights presented here will inform planned 

workshops that bring together community-

facing organisations, technology builders, 

and ecosystem partners to explore practical 

questions regarding data sharing, stewardship, 

and accountability. These engagements are 

expected to translate the report’s principles into 

concrete governance mechanisms and guide 

future Common Ground Initiative outcomes. 

Next Steps
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Introduction

SECTION 1

Digital infrastructures are becoming increasingly central to the governance of land, 

livelihoods, welfare, and environmental resources in rural India. From digitised land 

records and agricultural databases to welfare delivery platforms and mobile-based 

monitoring systems, data-driven technologies are reshaping relationships between 

communities, the state, and markets. While these systems promise ef´ciency, 
transparency, and scale, they often repeat long-standing exclusions by prioritising 

centralised design, technical interoperability, and administrative convenience over 

local realities. As digital public infrastructures (DPIs) expand, questions of who 

controls data, whose knowledge is recognised, and how value is generated and 

distributed become critical to the future of equitable development.

The Common Ground Initiative (CGI) is a collaborative systems change initiative in the 

domain of environmental governance and rural livelihoods in India, jointly led by over 90 

organisations. Common Ground leverages the unique opportunity presented by the 

Commons to address three linked crises of our times – livelihoods, climate, and social 

equality – by bringing a socio-ecological narrative into mainstream development models. 

Through a collaborative action framework, Common Ground focuses on ‘field setting’, so 
that entrepreneurial action by multiple actors is accelerated and multiplied, seeding the 

ecosystem with institutional apparatus and a distributed network of change leaders, to set 

the stage for sustainable impact beyond the scope of any single initiative, or organisation. 

Common Ground emerges within this context. It rethinks how public interest digital 

systems are conceived and governed. Rather than treating digital infrastructure as a 

neutral backend for service delivery, Common Ground approaches it as a socio-technical 

system embedded in commons governance, livelihood practices, and local institutions. Its 

focus on decentralised data governance, community participation, and collaborative 

engagement with technology builders reflects a growing recognition that sustainable 

digital systems must be shaped by the people and institutions they affect. 

This report situates public interest digital systems like Common Ground within broader 

debates on DPI, open-source technologies, and community-led data governance. It also 

bases its analysis on the specific challenges faced by commons-dependent communities. 
Aapti Institute’s role lies at the intersection of research, policy engagement, and 

participatory design — critically assessing dominant technology narratives and examining 
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how questions of governance, power, and accountability are embedded within technical 

systems. The research presented in this report builds on Aapti Institute’s ongoing work on 

data justice, public digital goods, and participatory methodologies, to develop grounded 

frameworks that inform policy and practice. 

Methodologically, the report draws on a Participatory Action Research (PAR) orientation, 

combining qualitative interviews and secondary research. Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) 

with civil society organisations (CSOs) and domain experts provide insights into on-ground 

realities, institutional constraints, and emerging governance models. On the other hand, 

desk research situates these findings within wider academic and policy debates. This 
mixed approach enables the report to bridge empirical observations with conceptual 

analysis, ensuring that theoretical discussions remain anchored in lived experience. 

The report aims to contribute to ongoing conversations on how digital systems can be 

designed and governed as public interest digital systems. By examining the limits of 

dominant digital infrastructure approaches and exploring alternative models rooted in 

infrastructural sovereignty, this report offers a nuanced understanding of what it means to 

build community-centred digital futures. 
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Common Ground 

and Aapti Institute

SECTION 2

The Digital Public Goods and Knowledge Commons workstream within the Common Ground 

Initiative represents a sustained, multi-partner effort to build the shared digital and knowledge 

infrastructure necessary for community-led landscape action across rural India. Rooted in the 

recognition that rural communities engaged in natural resource management and local 

governance consistently lack timely, contextually relevant, and trusted information, this 

workstream brings together a diverse coalition of CSOs, research institutions, and technology 

partners working toward a common purpose. Rather than developing isolated digital solutions, 

the initiative has pursued a deliberate strategy of convergence — creating the conditions under 

which tools, datasets, and knowledge resources built by different actors can draw from shared 

foundations, interoperate meaningfully, and collectively serve the information needs of 

communities, practitioners, and local governance actors at scale.

A central design challenge that has shaped this work is the fragmentation characteristic of the 

broader ecosystem: multiple organisations working on similar problems with similar tools, 

duplicating effort, operating in data silos, and unable to exchange information or functionality 

across platforms. In response, the workstream has invested in the architectural layer that 

makes interoperability possible — shared data standards, metadata frameworks, federated 

data repositories, and discovery infrastructure that allows different platforms to reference the 

same underlying data without depending on a single centralised system. This infrastructure 

work is understood not as a technical end in itself, but as the connective tissue that transforms 

a set of individual digital tools into a coherent, functioning knowledge commons — one in which 

data and knowledge move across institutional boundaries to reach the actors who need them, 

in forms they can act upon.

Equally central to the workstream's approach is the imperative to address substantive data 

gaps that currently constrain evidence-based decision-making in landscape governance. Key 

thematic domains — including forest cover, water systems, biodiversity, livelihoods, and 

community entitlements — remain inadequately represented in open, accessible, and locally 

usable data infrastructure. The goal is not merely to make more data available, but to ensure 

that the information reaching local actors is contextually grounded, verifiable, and structured 
to support the specific decisions that communities and their partners are trying to make.

2.1	 Common Ground as a Public Interest Digital System
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Aapti Institute contributes to the Common Ground by bringing analytical, governance, and 

methodological expertise to support the creation of community-aligned digital systems. Within 

the Digital Public Goods and Knowledge Commons workstream, Aapti’s ensures that digital 

components and governance arrangements remain attentive to inclusion, agency and fairness. 

This involves developing governance templates, documenting institutional processes, 

identifying risks, and grounding technical design in the realities of rural institutions and 

resource governance.

A key function for Aapti Institute in the workstream is to act as a convenor across stakeholders 

— linking partners, CSOs, technologists, and policy makers. Coordination is necessary because 

the evolution of public interest digital systems requires negotiation across diverse forms of 

expertise — technical, social, and institutional. Aapti Institute bridges these needs and helps 

create shared templates that multiple actors can agree upon and implement.

Finally, Aapti Institute focuses on producing knowledge products that encourage uptake and 

replication. Our playbooks, operational frameworks, and technical guidance translate learnings 

into usable steps. These products are intended for field practitioners and institutional actors. 
By packaging field-tested insights into practical guidance, Aapti Institute seeks to make the 
learnings accessible even to those who are not formally part of the Initiative.

2.2	 Aapti Institute’s role in Common Ground’s Digital Public Goods and 

Knowledge Commons workstream

Underlying all dimensions of this work is a strong and explicit commitment to community 

agency — both in the adoption of digital tools and in the governance of data and knowledge 

systems. Experience over the first two years of the initiative has underscored that technology 
availability is a necessary but insufficient condition for meaningful adoption: communities, civil 
society organisations, and government actors each engage with digital tools and data on distinct 

terms, shaped by their existing capacities, institutional incentives, and lived contexts. The 

workstream has drawn from this learning to prioritise facilitated, co-created implementation 

pathways over deployment-led approaches, and to invest in the development of local stewards, 

community champions, and bridging capacities capable of connecting digital infrastructure to 

grassroots action. In parallel, dedicated work on data governance frameworks seeks to 

establish operational models through which communities exercise genuine rights over the data 

generated about and by them — determining what is collected, how it is used, and how they 

participate as informed and empowered actors in shared information systems, rather than as 

passive subjects of external documentation.
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The research revolves around three interlinked questions that orient Aapti Institutes’s inquiry 

in the initiative. Each question addresses one aspect of building community-centred digital 

systems — process and inclusion (participation), access and safeguards (data governance), and 

reach and sustainability (scalability). 

This question addresses process and power — who gets to set priorities, whose 

knowledge counts, and how decisions are made. We treat participation as an ongoing set 

of practices that embed communities in every stage of the system’s development. This 

includes co-design, iterative validation, shared documentation and local stewardship. 

This means designing methods that surface varied perspectives, create simple feedback 

loops so communities can critique prototypes/tools and establish local roles (stewards, 

advisory groups). 

1.	 How can participatory action be deployed to ensure community voices are included in 

the design, validation and governance of local digital systems?

The second question tackles data governance methods. It assesses appropriate 

methodologies in contexts where relationships to land, welfare, and resources are 

mediated by a mix of formal institutions and informal norms. It questions what gets 

collected, how it is verified, who controls access, how consent is organised, and how value 
generated from data use is shared. The research builds governance options that vendors, 

technologists and communities can adopt according to capacity and needs.

This question looks at the trade-offs between local specificity and wider applicability. We 
are seeking ways to combine modular technical design with governance mechanisms that 

accommodate local norms. Scalability is not just replication, but the capacity to re-use core 

components while allowing place-based variation in data fields, use cases, and stewarding 
arrangements. This involves institutionalising minimal common standards, documenting 

local needs and gaps, and assessing the cost and institutional support needed for wider 

adoption. The intended output is a set of design and implementation guidelines that make 

it possible to scale functions without erasing local realities.

2.	 What data governance methodologies support fair and workable data practices in 

varied contexts?

3.	 How can community-oriented technologies be scaled, while staying grounded in 

local practice?

2.3	 The Research Questions 
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Methodology and Methods

SECTION 3

The project adopts a PAR framework because it aligns with the project’s commitments — 

participation, reflection and action. PAR treats research as a cycle rather than a one-time 

exercise. Through PAR, communities help define questions, participate in data collection, 
co-analyse results, and co-decide subsequent steps. This cyclic approach deepens local 

relevance and creates continual opportunities to correct direction based on what is learned in 

the field. 

Within PAR, we utilised Socio-Economic and Gender Analysis (SEAGA) to ensure that 

differences across gender, caste, age, and economic status were visible and informed the 

design. SEAGA provides insights into who benefits from the current data systems, and 
highlights barriers to participation. Embedding SEAGA within PAR ensures that the research 

intentionally seeks out marginalised voices, adjusts methods to make participation feasible, 

and prioritises outputs that address inequities. 

PAR also focuses on co-creation as a governance mechanism. Instead of delivering finished 
specifications, the research process invites joint prototyping, validation, and refinement with 
communities and developers. This co-design posture reduces the chance that technical 

solutions will be rejected or unused, and it builds local ownership by involving community 

members in verification and governance experiments from an early stage. PAR serves as a 
methodology and as a means to test governance innovations in real-time.

Given the scope and timing, we did not undertake action or reflection cycles on the ground. 

Instead, we applied PAR principles to how we designed and conducted the research. Our 

questions for the CSOs were developed using SEAGA to centre local realities, the findings 
were interpreted with attention to community perspectives, and interim insights were kept 

open for validation rather than treated as fixed. Next, we intend to share the report with 
experts and where feasible, conduct follow-up conversations to incorporate critiques, 

clarifications, and reflections. 

3.1	 PAR Framework
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We conducted a series of online KIIs with two distinct, but complementary groups:  

(a) CSOs within Common Ground, who work on the ground and provide detailed, place-

based evidence of needs, gaps, and everyday practice; and  

(b) domain experts who offer higher-level perspectives on governance models, technical 

architectures, and comparative case studies.  

All interviews were carried out remotely and lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. 

The CSO interviews followed a structured template. This template was designed using SEAGA 

to ensure the questions probed socio-economic differences, institutional relationships and the 

linkages between commons and livelihoods. Using a common template that ensured 

comparability across sites, we could identify recurring problems, cross-cutting data gaps, and 

existing data practices. The participants were chosen from Jharkhand and Odisha, and were 

informed beforehand that they could choose their medium of interview from Hindi, English, 

Bengali, Marathi, and Tamil, or a mixture of these languages. 

Domain expert interviews were intentionally less scripted. Experts vary in the roles they play 

and the kind of knowledge they bring — technology developers, policy analysts, and 

community-tech practitioners. A rigid template would have constrained the conversation and 

would have missed important insights about governance trade-offs, interoperability 

experiments, or novel case studies. The semi-open format allowed us to follow leads, probe 

recent pilots or failures, and gather practical recommendations.  

Interview notes and recordings were handled according to informed consent agreements. We 

anonymised transcripts and coded notes with an a priori codebook (Commons Ecology, 

Livelihood Challenges, Power Equity, Institutional Dynamics, and Data Tech) and refined the 
codes inductively as patterns emerged. The iterative coding allowed us to discover expected 

themes and unanticipated issues that became important for later design. The participants were 

offered a copy of the transcripts, if requested. 

Our secondary research combined a broad literature review of academic papers, policy 

documents, and practitioner reports relevant to technology infrastructures, data governance, 

and community-led public interest digital systems. The goal was to build a well-grounded 

3.2.1  KIIS WITH CSOS AND EXPERTS

3.2.2  SECONDARY RESEARCH APPROACHES: 

LITERATURE AND TECHNICAL REVIEW

3.2	 Key Methods
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analytical base before interpreting interview findings, and to ensure that our conceptual 
vocabulary for data governance, institutional design, and commons-oriented technologies 

was consistent and rigorous.

A significant part of the desk analysis examined how large public digital systems are typically 
designed, governed, and scaled. We paid particular attention to case studies that elaborated 

on their engagement with communities. This helped us identify ecosystem-level assumptions, 

gaps, and risks that any alternative community-centred model must be prepared to address.

Alongside, we reviewed literature and documentation on free and open-source governance 

and community-managed technologies. This included studies of modular architectures, 

federated designs and long-standing open-source communities. It helped us understand how 

transparency, participatory governance, and local adaptability have been operationalised in 

practice, and drew out elements relevant for designing inclusive and accountable data-

sharing systems.

A third line of inquiry studied emerging work on data cooperatives, data collectives, and other 

bottom-up data governance experiments. These models encouraged practical questions 

around shared data ownership, verification mechanisms, benefit distribution, and the 
institutional arrangements required for collective decision-making. They also offered 

examples of how communities negotiate power, trust, and control in digital environments.

Across these elements, our approach was iterative. Insights from the literature informed 

interview guides, helped contextualise field-facing inputs, and provided a comparative frame 
to analyse what the CSOs and domain experts shared. The desk review ensured that the 

project was anchored in a wide body of evidence. It also positioned our primary research 

within ongoing debates about public technologies, governance, and community rights.

Data from KIIs and desk research were treated as complementary. We triangulated findings 
across partner accounts, expert perspectives, and documentary evidence to reduce the 

chance that a single viewpoint would dominate conclusions. Coding and analysis produced

 a set of thematic briefs that summarise common data gaps, verification practices, 
institutional blockages, practical consent and privacy concerns, while presenting promising 

technical approaches.
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